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The Foundations of Judaism: 
Method, Teleology, Doctrine 

Part One: Method 

Jacob Neusner 

This book offers the first systematic 
explanation of why the midrash col¬ 
lections—that is, books of rabbinical 
exegeses of Scripture—were written. 
Jacob Neusner investigates the 
circumstances in which the earliest 
midrash collections were organized 
around the Pentateuch, and explains 
both the purpose of the work and its 
historical context. According to 
Neusner, the context of the 
midrash—the age of the triumph of 
Christianity—has had a decisive 
influence on Judaic biblical exegesis. 

He believes that the key to why the 
rabbis collected midrash into systematic 
books lies in the Mishnah, since the 
earliest mid rash collections were 
composed at approximately the same 
time as the Talmud of the Land of 
Israel (which is a systematic exegesis of 
the Mishnah). Neusner has discovered 
that the modes of exegetical thought 
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used in the pentateuchal midrash 
collections by rabbis correlate with 
those of the Talmudic exegesis carried 
out by the same authorities. 

The basic point is that Judaism as we 
know it was born in the encounter with 
the triumphant Christianity of the 
fourth and fifth centuries. Neusner's 
insights and arguments will provide 
fascinating reading for anyone 
interested in the history of religions 
and in the exegesis of Hebrew Scrip¬ 
ture. His detailed explanations of 
rabbinical texts and clear examples of 
midrash collections contribute to a 
revolutionary thesis with broad 
implications for Jewish-Christian 
dialogue. 

This book is the first volume in Jacob 
Neusner’s ground-breaking trilogy. The 
Foundations of Judaism: Method , 
Teleology, Doctrine. Volume two of 
the trilogy, on teleology, will be 
Messiah in Context, and the third 
volume, on doctrine, will be entitled 
Torah: From Scroll to Symbol in 
Formative Judaism. 

JACOB NEUSNER is a noted scholar, 
prolific writer, and a leading authority 
on Judaism. He is currently University 
Professor and Ungerleider Distin¬ 
guished Scholar of Judaic Studies at 
Brown University, Providence, Rhode 
Island. 
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Preface 


Like Saul, I went in search of asses. I found a kingdom. I wanted 
to know about the historical setting of the making of a particular 
kind of Jewish book by a distinctive political and religious group. I 
discovered I had therefore to confront a perpetual perplexity facing 
any religious tradition based on revelation preserved in a book. Let 
me explain. 

The original problem before me was to make some sense, in the 
framework of the history of Judaism, of the earliest work of col¬ 
lecting biblical exegeses, called midrashim , produced by the Tal¬ 
mudic rabbis. The first of these books of exegeses were brought to 
closure, it is universally agreed, in the fifth and sixth centuries of 
the Common Era ("C.E.”) in the Land of Israel (“Palestine,” "The 
Holy Land”). They consisted of exegeses, amplifications, and discur¬ 
sive essays on the Pentateuch and Lamentations, Esther, the Song 
of Songs, and Ruth. Some of these compositions serve as word-for- 
word or verse-for-verse commentaries. Others present filigrees of 
scriptural verses so arranged as to make a point through dazzling 
bursts of proof-texts. What they have in common is the simple fact 
that they represent a totally new kind of book in their sort of Juda¬ 
ism. The Judaism called Talmudic, rabbinic, normative, or classical, 
which has predominated from the earliest centuries of the Common 
Era to the present day, had never before known such collections. 
Other kinds of Judaism had made them for close to a thousand 
years. 

Let me emphasize that fact. Beforehand, no one in Rabbinic Juda¬ 
ism, then nearly five hundred years in the making, had ever, so far 
as we know, conceived of writing that kind of book of biblical exege¬ 
ses. But afterward, the composition of such collections, using the 
names of Talmudic heroes and pseudepigraphically assigning to 
them a wide variety of opinions, rapidly became a literary and theo- 
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logical convention in Judaism. Even the thirteenth-century Zohar, a 
mystical speculation, was given the literary framework of hiblical ex¬ 
egeses written in the names of Talmudic sages. What was done in 
Rabbinic Judaism for the first time in the fifth and sixth centuries 
thus would set the model for well over a thousand years, down to 
the eighteenth century: systematic collection, arrangement, and 
composition of biblical exegeses into authoritative books. So one ac¬ 
ceptable mode of creative expression in the profoundly traditional 
world of Judaism turned out to have come to full exposure at just 
this time, in just this place, and I wanted to know why. 

Let me be crystal clear about the problem by restatiug it. Why, in 
particular within the circles of Talmudic rabbis in the fifth and sixth 
centuries C.E., did people begin to compile exegeses of Scripture 
and make books of them? That is a very limited, narrowly historical 
problem in the history of the religion and literature of Rabbinic Ju¬ 
daism. But, as you will soon see, it becomes a theological problem 
and turns out to encompass a comprehensive theory of the character 
and formation of Rabbinic Judaism, its structure, and its entire liter¬ 
ature. I stress, then, that the problem is not why Jews in general be¬ 
gan to undertake exegesis of the Hebrew Scriptures. Many other 
kinds of Jews had done so, as we all know, certainly throughout the 
preceding thousand years, back to the sixth century b.c.e. Since the 
Hebrew Bible itself is rich in exegetical materials, with the books of 
Chronicles constituting a systematic commentary and revision of the 
books of Kings, for example, we cannot ask why at just this time 
people read and interpreted Scriptures. Judaism in all forms had al¬ 
ways done that. 

Nor was there anything new even in collecting exegeses and fram¬ 
ing them for a particular polemical purpose, that is, creating a book 
out of comments on the Scripture and in the form of a commentary. 
The Essene library at Qumran presents us with compositions of bib¬ 
lical commentary and exegesis, on the one side. The school of Mat¬ 
thew provides an ample picture of another sort of exercise in sys¬ 
tematic composition based on the amplification and application of 
Israel’s ancient Scriptures, on the other. We recognize, moreover, 
that both Israelite communities—the Essenes, the Christian Jews 
around Matthew—produced their collections not merely to preserve 
opinions, but to make important statements in a stunning way. We 
also know, surely in the instance of Matthew, that the power of a 
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brilliantly composed exegetical collection and arrangement can make 
its impact even after two thousand years. That is why, to begin with, 
people made and preserved such collections and arrangements—to 
say what they believed Cod had told them. 

But within the formation of the holy literature—the canon—of 
Habhinic Judaism in particular, so far as we know, no one before the 
fifth century had produced a composition of biblical exegeses formed 
into collections—holy books. Tbe rabbinic movement thus had 
flourished for nearly half a millennium without making this type of 
book. By the fifth century in this kind of Judaism there were at least 
two other ways in which to compose books, represented, as 1 shall 
explain at length, first by the Mishnah and secondly by the Talmud 
of the Land of Israel ("Palestinian Talmud," “Yerushalmi” or Jeru¬ 
salem Talmud). More important, the exegesis of Scripture itself had 
within rabbinical circles long constituted a well-established mode of 
thought and expression. The Talmud, for its part, is full of exegeses. 
But it is not organized as a book of exegeses of Scripture. So the 
question is now fully exposed. We ask about making systematic 
collections—books—of biblical exegeses among people who for¬ 
merly had never made books of that type. Why then? Why do it at 
all? ' 

Mv answer—the substance of mv account of midrash in con- 

¥ * 

text—is that making such collections defined the natural next step in 
the process precipitated by the Mishnah and the exegesis of the 
Mishnah. The Talmud, the great work of exegesis of the Mishnah, 
set the pattern and shaped the mold. The compilers of the exegetical 
collections then followed the Talmud’s pattern and conformed to the 
mold of exegesis of the Mishnah by the Talmud. They composed dis¬ 
courses for Scripture within precisely the same taxonomical frame¬ 
work as the Talmud’s discourses for the Misbnah. So the context of 
the composition of midrash collections and the Talmud alike was de¬ 
fined by the Mishnah. 

I started out with a question of literary history, with implications 
for the history of a religion. Success then would mean I might say 
something about the relationship of literature and society—the mak¬ 
ing of a particular kind of book, the social setting in wbicb that kind 
of book came into being and won acceptance. But almost at the very 
beginning I found something quite different. 

First, I had to ask about the canon of Judaism into which the col- 

xlii 
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lections under discussion rapidly found acceptance (so far as we 
know). Indeed, the ongoing work of compiling books of exegeses in 
Judaism turned out to form a principal convention of the religious 
literature of Judaism for so long, and under so wide a variety of con¬ 
ditions, that I began to wonder what meaning, if any, the category 
“canon” might enjoy within Judaism. Is the basket ever filled to 
overflowing? Can we speak of a canon at all? 

Second, faced with the issue of canon and the place of the exeget- 
ical compositions in the canon, I had to turn to the more profound 
problem both concealed and revealed within that same category. 
For canon rests upon authority. In Judaism, authority always ap¬ 
peals in the end to the will and word of God contained within the 
Torah. Accordingly, as soon as I stumbled over the issue of whether 
there is a canon of Judaism, I found I had fallen into the depths of 
reflection on the nature and meaning of “Torah” as revelation. What 
are the limits of canon, and what are the possibilities of continuing 
to receive God’s will and word, so long after Sinai? Exegesis is not 
Torah. But books of exegeses became part of Torah. How come? Is 
the category “canon” ever relevant to Judaism? 

So here are the asses, and here is the kingdom. The asses bear 
books. The kingdom is God’s will and word for Israel, the Jewish 
people. I claim here to outline the parameters of the problem of rev¬ 
elation, canon, and authority in the literature and history of Juda¬ 
ism. I thought to describe the life-situation—Sifz im Leben —of a 
particular kind of book. I end up perplexed by the relationship of es¬ 
tablished Scripture—literature, its content and form alike—to the 
enduring encounter with God. That is, I wondered how ongoing 
revelation, as the encounter with God, in all forms of Judaism, takes 
its form. How to contain and express the interplay of a new genera¬ 
tion’s encounter with an age-old matrix of religious experience turns 
out to be the implicit issue of the kind of book under discussion. 

The kingdom is humanity’s. The issue belongs to everyone. For, 
as 1 shall explain, the materials assembled in the exegetical compila¬ 
tions produced by the fifth- and sixth-century rabbis served a partic¬ 
ular purpose. They claimed a distinctive status of authority. They 
stood in relationship to the authority of revelation. These composi¬ 
tions constituted not mere literature, reference books, encyclope¬ 
dias of this and that about various biblical books or verses in them. 


xiv 
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The contrast to the standing for Jerome’s biblical commentaries 
therefore is striking. The earliest compilations of biblical exegesis 
stood in clear and close relationship to the Torah, that is, the canon, 
of Israel; they were not merely collections of explanations, provided 
by a great exegete. Jerome treated books of the canon; his com¬ 
mentaries were not canonical. The earliest midrash compilations 
spoke not for an individual but for the collectivity of sages; they de¬ 
manded and gained a place within the canon of rabbinical writings, 
thus entering the Torah- The difference is fundamental. The compo¬ 
sitions themselves claimed authority. So they took their place as 
statements of Judaism in the literature of Judaism. They were holy. 
And, being holy, they had to be brought into relationship with 
other, earlier holy books. 

So, as 1 said, at the foundations are the issues of canon, scriptural 
authority, revelation. The definition of the canon of Judaism de¬ 
mands attention. The issue of the composition of these particular 
books has to coine under analysis in the context of the place, in the 
canon of Judaism, of all hooks composed beyond the writings of the 
Hebrew Scriptures known in Judaism as the written Torah or as 
Tanakh (explained below), and in Christianity as the Old Testament. 
Beyond canon, then, looms the issue of scriptural authority and the 
place of exegesis in the processes of revelation—weighty questions. 

The twin issues of revelation and canon frame the question in 
theological language. But the facts upon which theology meditates 
and to which theology assigns meaning derive, to begin with, from 
the history of literature: the story’ of the formation of particular holy 
books and their reception and sanctification within the believing 
community. The definition of the canon, after all, hardly demands 
attention, except for books people want to put there. When does the 
dilemma of ongoing revelation in a historical community, a commu¬ 
nity already defined by the increment and authority of revelation re¬ 
ceived in times past, become acute? It is only when new claims to 
say the word of Cod insistently press from latter-day saints. Then 
the entire foundations of the authority of Scripture come under close 
scrutiny within the community of the faithful because of, not doubt 
about old, but vivid faith in new, writings. 

Accordingly, here I tell the story of when and why and how, in 
the formative centuries of Judaism, from the first through the sixth 
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centuries, people composed a particular kind of book. Others may 
draw out of the tale strands of meaning for the twin issues of biblical 
authority in Judaism: the definition of canon, the nature and limits 
of revelation. 

Even at this early stage in the argumeut, you must have wou- 
dered at my effort to use as little as possible a word commonly used 
in discourse on biblical exegesis, the word midrash. Let me define 
the word and explain why 1 shall use it only seldom. To avoid that 
word, I pay the price of using somewhat awkward circumlocutions, 
in particular, “collections of exegeses of Scripture,” and the like. 
“Midrash” stands for at least three specific things, as well as a great 
many things in general. 

It refers, first, to a particular kind of book, a compilation of bibli¬ 
cal exegeses, amplifications, and compositions, as in Midrash Rab- 
bah —a vast collection of compilatious of biblical exegesis, covering 
the Pentateuch, the five scrolls. Genesis Rabbah is a midrash. 

It speaks, second, to an activity of explaining or applying the 
meaning of a biblical verse (or group of verses), as in "the midrash of 
this verse is. . . .“ In this sense, the Gospel of Matthew is not a mid¬ 
rash, but it contains much midrash. A word so rich in ambiguities is 
best avoided; other words, each of them standing for some one 
thing, will prove more useful. 

That is still clearer when we realize that the word midrash may 
stand for yet a third thing: hermeneutics of a particular kind. As a 
mode of interpretation, people use the word midrash to mean the 
reading of one thing in terms of some other. This usage is so general 
as to defy concrete application, as in the statement, “Life itself is a 
midrash on the Torah.” That is to say, things that happen constitute 
amplifications and applications of statements made in Scripture. 

The range of definitions of the word midrash, of the modes of exe¬ 
gesis encompassed within that word (as well as those excluded by it, 
if there are any), of the sorts of books that constitute midrash (and 
those that do not)—these are so vast as to make the word, by itself, 
more of a hindrance than a help in saying what we mean. 

In this connection I call attention to Gary G. Porton, "Defining 
Midrash,” in The Study of Ancient Judaism, ed. J. Neusner (New 
York: KTAV Publishing House, 1981) 1:55—92. Ranging over the 
boundless plains of meanings imputed to the word midrash, from 
"anything but the plain meaning of Scripture,” to “everything said 
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about Scripture" or particular verses of Scripture, Porton comes to a 
simple definition (p. 62): 

Midrash [is] a type ofliterature, oral or written, which stands in direct 
relationship to a fixed, canonical text, considered to be the authorita¬ 
tive and the revealed word of Cod by the midrashist [the one who 
makes the mid rash] and his audience, and in which this canonical text 
is explicitly cited or clearly alluded to. 

That definition encompasses a vast range of Judaic and early Chris¬ 
tian literature—as Porton says, “A broad area of activity ...” The 
definition is, in his words, “broad enough to include a large variety 
of treatments of the canonical texts and traditions, and yet narrow 
enough to distinguish this activity from other literary activities." 

Since 1 find these statements accurate, I cannot here use the word 
midrash at all. For we address the genre of writing and thinking 
known as midrash in only one context, namely, that of Rabbinic Ju¬ 
daism. We take up only one question, one aspect of the activity of 
midrash, namely, why people compiled (1) midrashim = exegeses 
of various verses of Scripture into (2) midras/iim = systematic 
units of discourse made up mainly of exegeses of various verses of 
Scripture into (3) midrashim = whole hooks, that is, compilations 
of compositions (discourses) constituted by exegeses of verses of 
Scripture. Since we are able to use the same word for three things, 
and since, moreover, that same word is made to serve by others for 
many more things, I shall generally avoid use of the word midrash. 
But I shall always mean it. 

So, to sum up the purpose of this book and its genesis, I wanted 
to know why people collected biblical exegeses into compositions. I 
found I had ultimately to ask about three things. First, what did 
they understand as the canon of Judaism? Second, how did they be¬ 
lieve God revealed torah, that is, revelation, to Israel? Third, what 
importance did they assign to the written Torah they already had, 
that is, scriptural authority in Judaism? These three theological is¬ 
sues emerge from the rather simple, but never-asked, historical 
question that had demanded my attention at the outset. 

All that has been said speaks about action upon a black and empty 
stage, lacking lights, scenery, furniture, even live actors. Up to now 
we have spoken about a literary problem—why people made such- 
and-such a type of book—and its theological ramifications. So we 
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hear voices—ideas, opinions. But we see no bodies, no faces, no 
real people facing a concrete problem. I am a historian of a religion, 
interested in the history of religion. Accordingly, I ain constrained 
to raise another range of external questions, about concrete social 
and political matters, in addition to internal ones of literature out of 
context and theology as the ahistorical logic of faith. These questions 
of mine concern when and where people did their work, and what 
else was happening at the same time. When, in chapter 5, I ap¬ 
proach this final set of questions, I make the effort to show that the 
formation of both the Talmud of the Land of Israel and also the earli¬ 
est collections of scriptural exegeses bear profound and important 
implications for the encounter—in my judgment, the first serious 
and important one—between Judaism and Christianity in its new, 
dominant position. It may then appear that one reason why people 
long after the fifth and sixth centuries would continue to nurture the 
work of making biblical exegeses and collecting them in books 
derives from the context and reason for their doing so to begin 
with—that and the persistence of that same context and condition 
for so long thereafter. But in so stating, I have signaled matters 
which, in the end, must come only as the last step in what wi 11 be a 
simple, but protracted and sustained, argument. 

To summarize the entire book in five (somewhat long) sentences. 

In chapter 1 we take up the traits of the Mishnah, the first docu¬ 
ment of the Judaism of which the Talmuds and the compilations of 
exegeses of Scripture form the principal early expression, asking 
how these traits defined the work of the heirs and continuators of 
the Mishnah. 

In chapter 2 we consider the relationship of the Mishnah to Scrip¬ 
ture and the exegetical challenge posed by the Mishnah to the rab¬ 
binical sages of the next two hundred years, from ca. 200 to ca. 400 
C.E., the time of the closure of the Talmud of the Land of Israel. 

In chapter 3 we form a typology of units of discourse of the Tal¬ 
mud of the Land of Israel, showing the exegetical choices before the 
authorities of that document responsible for the interpretation of the 
Mishnah. 

In chapter 4 we then undertake the taxonomy (in fact, two tax¬ 
onomies) of units of discourse of Genesis Rabbah, the first exegetical 
composition prepared in the period beyond the closure of the Tal¬ 
mud of the Land of Israel, comparing the types of units of discourse 
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in that document with those of which the Talmud is constructed, 
and showing that, taxonomically, the two compositions are identical. 

In chapter 5 we consider the interpretation, from hoth political 
and theological perspectives, of the results of the facts adduced in 
the preceding chapters. 

That is the entire argument of the book—simple, sustained (I 
hope), cogent from beginning to end. 

Since I am a teacher, with the prohlem of conveying a simple ar¬ 
gument ahout remote documents and unfamiliar facts, I try to write 
as I try to teach. I proceed very slowly, with ample illustrations, and 
I repeat the main point at all crucial turnings in the argument. I of¬ 
fer summaries at the end of each chapter and a reprise of the argu¬ 
ment where I think it is needed. Accordingly, the book is designed 
so that anyone interested in its topic should be readily able to follow 
the argument, fully informed as to the texts at hand and what is al¬ 
leged ahout them. Everything needed to understand this hook is 
found within its covers. That is why the reader will find extensive 
abstracts of sources, on the one side, and a deliberate pattern of re¬ 
peating the main point where I think it bears restatement, on the 
other. I want the hook to be clear and totally lucid. If, in the trade¬ 
off, the reader finds a few passages tedious or repetitious, it is a 
price willingly paid. You can always skip a paragraph or a page. 

Up to now I have presented the problem and thesis of this book as 
a historian and a historian of a religion. But at the end of chapter 5 1 
offer a theological judgment. It is best at the outset to state what I 
believe to be the theological meaning of the historical and literary 
facts adduced in this book. The theological implication of this book is 
that, from its beginnings in late antiquity, Judaism as we know it 
means to provide for the faithful an enduring and ever-present en¬ 
counter with the living God. The meeting is through the medium of 
revelation contained in the Turah learned through rabbinical modes 
of exegesis. It follows that Judaism is, further, the faith of the eter- 
nally-open canon—which is no canon at all. Revelation continues in 
time, so new torah becomes part of the Torah, as God speaks to 
generations without end. The particular form of religious encounter 
afforded by Judaism in its classical and enduring form, in both the 
Talmud to the Mishnah and the compilations of midrash to Scrip¬ 
ture, is a meeting with God in the here and now. We Jews encoun¬ 
ter God through the power of the human intellect to enter into in- 
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telligible and reliable dialogue with God, to learn the rules of life. In 
particular, when we use our minds to learn in the Torah what God 
has to say to us, what God wants us to be, we receive torah, that is, 
revelation. That is how we know God and try—always failing—to 
become what God wants us to be: like God. 

Jacob Neusner 

Program in Judaic Studies 
Brown University 
Providence, Rhode Island 

28, July 1982 
My fiftieth birthday 
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The Enduring Dilemma 


REVELATION AND CANON 


When revelation stops, what then? The issue confronts Judaism 
and Christianity, in particular, because hoth religious communities 
receive and live by the statement of God’s will to Moses and the 
prophets. Standing in direct succession to Sinai, Judaism speaks 
about a holy life framed in accord with God’s will revealed in the To¬ 
rah Affirming and claiming to appropriate the entire heritage of an¬ 
cient Israel and Judaism to its time, Christianity in nearly all its 
forms speaks of fulfilling the law and the prophets in the person 
of Jesus and the salvation of Christ. Accordingly, for Judaism and 
Christianity, the statement of God to Moses and the prophets stands 
for a single word, but with a double meaning: both then and now. 
That is to say, both religious traditions speak about God’s will now, 
not merely revelation then. Both affirm an ongoing relationship be¬ 
tween God and Israel—after the flesh, after the spirit—in which 
revelation of God’s will and word endures as a fact of life. 


But then revelation does not stop. For Judaism God’s will is ever 
present. God now speaks, in the Torah today, as always in the past. 
For Christianity in its diverse traditions God endures in the Church, 
in tradition, in the preaching of the Word. And therein, for both 
faiths, we uncover the enduring dilemma. If God speaks through 
Torah, then, for Judaism, the issue turns upon what we receive or 
define as Torah. What finds room in the canon? And just how and to 
whom does God speak? The issue of ongoing encounter with the liv¬ 
ing God and of life in accord with the word of God joins to the defi¬ 
nition of the canon of Torah. That is, what do we admit and what 
exclude? 


For Judaism and Christianity the presence of the Hebrew Scrip¬ 
tures, which Jews know as Tanakh (for the biblical writings of the 
Pentateuch, Torah, hence T; prophets, Nebiim, hence N; and writ¬ 
ings, Ketubim, hence K), and Christians as the Old Testament, 
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presents no answer to the question of canon. Rather Israel’s Scrip¬ 
tures press the deeper question and frame the dilemma. For once 
people recognize that there is a Tanakh or an Old Testament, that 
is, a finished scripture, the issue of the place and relationship of all 
subsequent revelation, both written and not written, comes to acute 
formulation. If torah, in the sense of revelation, becomes The To¬ 
rah, a particular set of compositions, then one must wonder whether 
revelation has come to an end. Can there be more Torahs, more 
Sinais? If there is a completed Testament, then the place and role 
we might define for a further testament demand attention. So the 
existence of a completed document of revelation presents, in chronic 
form, the dilemma about the authority and standing of further reve¬ 
lations later on. 

The dilemma reaches an acute stage when new holy books, re¬ 
cords of revelation, take shape and demand admission to the canon. 
The demand turns out to be irresistible when the consensus of be¬ 
lievers bestows upon the new books the status of revelation, the 
standing of sanctification. Now it is one thing to interpret and apply 
the existing revelation to a new situation. Exegesis and amplification 
present no break with existing Scripture but confirm it. It is quite 
another to reckon with writings outside of the established canon, yet 
widely understood to contain not merely more words of faith and 
truth, but God’s word too. Accordingly, the life of faith, assuredly 
rich in encounter with the living God, has perpetually to present 
new fruits for that compendious basket we know as the canou: the 
authoritative documents of the faith. So far as Judaism and Christi¬ 
anity abide, the issue of tbe interplay between old and new, canon 
and ongoing writing down of revelation, lives and vivifies. That is 
the issue before us. 


THE CRISIS PRECIPITATED BY 
THE MISHNAH 

The advent of the Mishnah in ca. 200 C.E. demanded that people 
explain the status and authority of the new document. In conse¬ 
quence, in the Judaism of rabbis the canon of the religion of Israel 
had reopened. It would remain eternally open, for torah would en¬ 
compass rabbis’ teachings for all time to come. Accordingly, the con¬ 
ception of the form and possibilities of revelation reached wholly 
fresh definition. As we shall see, moreover, the lines of structure 
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emanating from the Mishnah led to the formation of a vast and un¬ 
precedented literature of Judaism. The explosive force of the return 
to Zion, in the time of Ezra, had produced the formation of the 
Torah-book and much else. The extraordinary impact of the person 
and message of Jesus (among other things) had led to the creation of 
an unprecedented kind of writing in a sector of Israel’s life. So too 
would be the case with the Mishnah. 

Before spelling out what happened when the Mishnah came into 
being, I have in a preliminary way to define the document and ex¬ 
plain its importance. The Mishnah is a vast set of statements about 
what Israel, the Jewish people, is supposed to do on its farms and in 
its homes, in the Temple in Jerusalem and in the courts of its vil¬ 
lages, on ordinary days and on the Sabbath and festival days. It is a 
kind of law code, in that it contains statements that say what one 
does. It is a kind of schoolbook, in that it presents many opinions 
about what in theory we are supposed to do. If you study the deeper 
issues underlying many statements in the Mishnah, furthermore, 
you find that the sages confront perennial issues of philosophy, ex¬ 
pressed in concrete and humble details. It is as if they prefer to talk 
about the acorn and the oak than potentiality and actuality. So the 
Mishnah in all is a philosophical essay, rich in theoretical initiatives, 
which also serves as a law code. 

Tbe reason the document proved decisive in the history of Juda¬ 
ism, from its time to ours, is that, to begin with, it enjoyed the 
sponsorship of the autonomous ruler of the Jewish nation in the 
Land of Israel, namely, Judah the patriarch, with the result that the 
Mishnah served for purposes other than simply learning and specu¬ 
lative thought. At its very beginnings the Mishnah was turned into 
an authoritative law code, the constitution, along with Scripture, 
of Israel in its Land. Accordingly, when completed, the Mishnah 
emerged from the schoolhouse and forthwith made its move into the 
politics, courts, and bureaus of the Jewish government of the Land 
of Israel. Men who mastered the Mishnah thereby qualified them¬ 
selves as judges and administrators in the government of Judah the 
patriarch, as well as in the government of the Jewish community of 
Babylonia. Over the next three hundred years, the Mishnah served 
as the foundation for the formation of the system of law and theology 
we now know as Judaism. 

The vast collection constituted by the Mishnah therefore de¬ 
manded explanation: What is this book? How does it relate to the 
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(written) Torah revealed to Moses at Mount Sinai? Under whose 
auspices, and by what authority, does the law of the Mishnah govern 
the life of Israel? These questions, we realize, bear both political 
and theological implications. But, to begin with, the answers 
emerge out of an enterprise of exegesis, of literature. The reception 
of the Mishnah followed several distinct lines, each of them symbol¬ 
ized by a particular sort of book. Each book, in turn, offered its the¬ 
ory of the origin, character, and authority of the Mishnah. For the 
next three centuries these theories would occupy the attention of 
the best minds of Israel, the authorities of the two Talmuds and the 
numerous other works of the age of the seed-time of Judaism. 

One line from the Mishnah stretched through the Tosefta, a sup¬ 
plement to the Mishnah, and the two Talmuds, one formed in the 
Land of Israel, the other in Babylonia, both serving as exegesis and 
amplification of the Mishnah. 

The second line stretched from the Mishnah to compilations of 
biblical exegesis of three different sorts. First, there were exegetical 
collections framed in relationship to the Mishnah, in particular Sifra, 
on Leviticus, Sifre on Numbers, and Siffe on Deuteronomy. Sec¬ 
ond, exegetical collections were organized in relationship to Scrip¬ 
ture, with special reference to Genesis and Leviticus. Third, exeget¬ 
ical collections focused on constructing abstract discourse out of 
diverse verses of Scripture but on a single theme or problem, repre¬ 
sented by Pesikta de Rab Kahana. 

This simple catalogue of the types, range, and volume of creative 
writing over tbe three hundred years from the closure of the Mish¬ 
nah indicates an obvious fact. The Mishnah stands at the beginning 
of a new and stunningly original epoch in the formation of Judaism. 
Like the return to Zion and the advent of Jesus in Israel, the Mish¬ 
nah ignited a great hurst of energy. The extraordinary power of the 
Mishnah, moreover, is seen in its very lonely position in Israelite 
holy literature. The entire subsequent literature refers back to the 
Mishnah or stands in some clearcut hermeneutical relationship to it. 
But for its part, the Mishnah refers to nothing prior to itself—except 
(and then, mostly implicitly and by indirection) to Scripture. 
So from the Mishnah back to the revelation of God to Moses at 
Sinai—in the view of the Mishnah—lies a vast desert. But from the 
Mishnah forward stretches a fertile plain. 

The crisis precipitated by the Mishnah therefore stimulated wide- 
ranging speculation, inventive experiments of a literary and (in the 
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nature of things) therefore also political, theological, and religious 
character. I shall argue in chapters 2, 3, and 4 that the Talmuds’ 
work of defining and explaining the Mishnah in relationship to the 
(written) Torah, interpreting the meaning of the Mishnah, expand¬ 
ing upon and applying its laws, ultimately yielded the making, also, 
of compilations of the exegeses of Scripture. The formation of the 
Talmuds and exegetical collections thus made necessary—indeed, 
urgent—extraordinary and original reflection on the definition of 
canon, the nature of scriptural authority, and the range and possibil¬ 
ities of revelation. The results of that work all together would then 
define Judaism from that time to this. So the crisis presented an op¬ 
portunity. And Israels sages took full advantage of the occasion. 
That, in a word, is the story before us. What then was this crisis? 

Let me begin the tale by returning to the Mishnah itself. I have 
first of all to explain why and how the Mishnah presented such an 
unprecedented problem to the patriarch s sages who received the 
Mishnah. It is easy to do so in a way accessible to people to whom 
all of these events and writings have been, up to now, entirely un¬ 
known or, if known, alien and incomprehensible. To phrase the 
theological question so that anyone in the West may grasp it, I need 
simply point out one fact. So far as Judaism was concerned, revela¬ 
tion had been contained in the Tanakh, the written Torah. True, 
Cod may have spoken in diverse ways. But revelation had come 
down in only one form, in writing. The last of the biblical books had 
been completed—so far as Jews then knew—many centuries before. 
How then could a new book now claim standing as holy and re¬ 
vealed by God? What validated the authority of the people who 
knew and applied that holy book to Israel’s life? These questions, as 
we shall see, would define the critical issue of formative Judaism, 
from 200 to 600 c.e. The resolution of the problem defines Judaism 
today. Accordingly, the crisis precipitated by the Mishnah came 
about because of the urgent requirement of explaining, first, just 
what the Mishnah was in relationship to the Torah of Moses; second, 
why the sages who claimed to interpret and apply the law of the 
Mishnah to the life of Israel had the authority to do so; and, third, 
how Israel, in adhering to the rules of the Mishnah, kept the will of 
God and lived the holy life God wanted them to live. 

But why should the Mishnah in particular have presented these 
critical problems of a social and theological order? After all, it was 
hardly the first piece of new writing to confront Israel from the clo- 
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sure of Scripture to the end of the second century. Other books had 
found a capacious place in the canon of the groups of Israelites that 
received them and deemed them holy, The canon of some groups, 
after all, had made room for those writings of apocryphal and pseud- 
epigraphic provenance so framed as to be deemed holy. The Essene 
library at Qumran encompassed a diverse group of writings, surely 
received as authoritative and holy, that other Jews did not know 
within their canon. So we have to stand back and ask why, to the 
sages who received and realized the Mishnah, that book should have 
presented special, particularly stimnlating, problems. Why should 
the issue of the relationship of the Mishnah to Scripture have 
proved so pressing in the third, fourth, and fifth centuries' circles of 
Talmudic rabbis? After all, we have no evidenc e that t he relation¬ 
ship to the canon of Scripture oflhe Manual of _Disciph ne. the 
Hymns, the War Scr oll,"o Fthe~Pamascus "Covenant perplexed the 
teacher of righteousness and the other holy prie sts o f the^ Essene 
community. To the contrary, those do cuments at Q umran appear 
side by side with the ones we now know as canonical Scripture. The 
high probability is that, to the tssen«, the sectariaiTBooks were no 
less holy and authoritative than Le viticus, Deut ero nomy, Nahum, 
Habakkuk, Isaiah, and the other books of the biblical canon they, 
among all Israelites, revered. 

The issue, as we shall shortly see, had to be raised because of the 
peculiar traits of the Mishnah itself. But the dilemma proved acute, 
not merely chronic, because of the particular purpose the Mishnah 
was meant to serve, and because of the political sponsorship behind 
the document . As I said above, it was to provide Israel’s constitu¬ 
tion. It was promulgated by the patriarch-—the ethnic ruler—of the 
Jewish nation in the Land of Israel, Judah the Patriarch, who rnled 
with Roman support as the fully recognized Jewish authority in the 
Holy Land. S o the Mishnah w as public, no t sectarian, jior merely 
idle sp eculation of a handfuTof Gafi learT rabbin icaT philosophers, 
thoughu, in structure and content, t hat i mprecisely wnat it was. 
It was a political "document. It demanded assent and conformity to 
its rules, where they were relevant to the government and court 
system of the Jewish people in its land. So the Mishnah could not 
be ignored and therefore had to be explained in universally ac¬ 
cessible terms. Furthermore, the Mishnah demanded explanation 
not merely in relationship to the established canon of Scripture and 
apology as the constitution of the Jew’s government, the patriarchate 
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of second-century Land of Israel. The nature of Israelite life, lacking 
all capacity to distinguish as secular any detail of the common cul¬ 
ture, made it natural to wonder about a deeper issue, Israel under¬ 
stood its collective life and the fate of each individual under the 
aspect of God’s loving concern, as expressed in the Torah. Accord¬ 
ingly, laws issued to define what people were supposed to do could 
not stand hy themselves; they had to receive the imprimatur of 
Heaven, that is, they had to be given the status of revelation. Ac¬ 
cordingly, to make its way in Israelite life, the Mishnah as a consti¬ 
tution and code demanded for itself a theory of beginnings at (or re¬ 
lationship to) Sinai, with Moses, from God. As was pointed out 
above, other new writings for a long time had proved ahle to win 
credence as part of the Torah, hence as revealed by God and so en¬ 
joying legitimacy. But they did so in ways not taken by the Mish¬ 
nah s framers. How did the Mishnah differ? 

It was in the medium of writing that, in the view of all of Israel 
until about 200 c.E., God had been understood to reveal the divine 
word and will. The Torah was a written book. People who claimed 
to receive further messages from God usually wrote them down. 
They had thr ee choices i n securing acceptance of their account. All 
three invoked Uniting the new to the old. In claiming to hand on 
revelation, they could-first, sign their books with the names of bib¬ 
lical heroes. Second. They would imitate the style of biblical 
Hebrew. Tjiird, they could present an exegesis of existing written 
verses, validating their ideas by supplying proof-texts for them. 

From the closure of the Torah literature in the time of Ezra , ca. 
450 b.c.e., to the time of the Mishnah, nearly seven hundred years 
later, we do not have. a. single book alleged, to. J>e. holy and at the 
same timiTsfanding wholly out of relationship to the Holy Scriptures 
of ancient Israel. The pseuaepigraphic wTitingsJ all into the F irst cat- 
egory, the Essene writings at Qumran into the second ancl third. 
We may point To the Gospels, which take as a principal problem 
demonstrating how Jesus had fulfilled the prophetic promises of the 

Old Testament and in other wavs carried forward and even em- 

* 

bodied Israel’s Scripture. 

Insofar as a piece of Jewish writing did not find a place in relation¬ 
ship to Scripture, its author laid no claim to present a holy book. 
The contrast between Jubilees and the Testaments of the Patriarchs, 
with their constant and close harping on biblical matters, and the 
several books of Maccabees, shows the difference. The former claim 
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to present revealed truth, the latter, history. So a book was holy be¬ 
cause in style, in authorship, or in (alleged) origin, it continued 
Scripture, finding a place therefore (at least in the author s mind) 
within the canon, or because it provided an exposition of Scripture’s 
meaning. 

But the Mis hna h made no su ch claim. It entirely ignored the style 
of biblical Hebrew, speaking in a quite different kind of Hebrew al¬ 
together. It is silent on its authorship through sixty-two of the sixty- 
three tractates (the claims of Abot pose a special problem). In any 
event, nowhere does the Mishnah contain the claim that God had 
inspired the authors of the document, These are not given biblical 
names and certainly are not alleged to have been biblical saints. 
Most of the book’s named authorities flourished within the same 
century as its anonymous arrangers and redactors, not in remote an¬ 
tiquity. Above all, the Mishnah contains scarcely a handful of exege¬ 
ses of Scripture. These, where they occur, play a trivial and tangen¬ 
tial role. So here is the problem of the Mishnah: different from 
Scripture in language and style, indifferent to the claim of author¬ 
ship by a biblical hero or divine inspiration, stunning! y^aloof from 
allusi on to^ yprs pi; Scripture for nearly the whole of its dis¬ 
course—yet .authoritative forJsraeL _How come? 

Still more vividly to grasp the dilemma presented by the Mish¬ 
nah, we move far from the time and place of ancient Israel in 200 
C.e, We take up the problem of revelation as received by a culture 
in the South Seas in nearly our own time. 

Just how does God speak to us? When a shift takes place in the 
medium of revelation, it is a symptom that a far more profound turn¬ 
ing in the formation of culture has been reached. Sam D. Gill, 
in Beyond “the Primitive”: The Religions of Non-Literate Peoples 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1982), 102, points out that, 
in the precolonial way of life, peoples of Oceania and Melanesia re¬ 
ferred to stories of origins to reveal the patterns of their culture, and 
relied “upon the spiritual communication with ancestors and deities 
to maintain a fertile and creative life in the physical world. Spiritual 
communication was essential to life.” This took place through 
dreams and visions. Then, Gill says, the advent of the Europeans, 
with a quite different form of communication, changed everything. 
He notes, “Missionaries dwelt heavily upon the written word as the 
means of the revelation of God, and the colonial administration used 
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writing to maintain contact with its home country, the source of its 
supplies. . . . [Literacy] was accepted as a spiritual mode of commu¬ 
nication." Accordingly, the move from one medium of heavenly 
communication to another both precipitated a crisis and served as 
one of the symptoms of that crisis, 

That fact is important to us, for, as we shall see in a little while, 
one of the principal theories of the origins of the Mishnah and vindi¬ 
cations of its authority lay in the allegation that it constituted 
revelation, but in a different mode of communication from writing. 
Namely, it was revelation preserved in oral formulation and oral 
transmission, through memorization and repetition. For the mo¬ 
ment, it suffices to prepare the way to a full appreciation of the 
problem posed by the Mishnah by noting that, until then, whatever 
other groups of Israelites laid claim to revelation took for granted 
that, like the revelation contained in the Hebrew Scriptures, a fair 
part of any further revelation would be written down. 

Thus far we have noted that, in time to come, the Mishnah would 
find one principal justification and apology in the claim that it consti¬ 
tuted oral tradition, going hack to Moses at Sinai. To that remark¬ 
able claim we have now to join yet a second unusual trait of the 
Mishnah. The Mishnah is something like a law code. Accordingly, 
when we turn to the law codes of ancient Israel, we notice traits we 
have every reason to find, also, in the Mishnah. The first and most 
important of these is the telling of a tale to explain the authority 
and standing of the code and its laws. The Covenant Code (Ex. 
20:22—23:33), for instance, starts with God’s telling Moses to tell Is¬ 
rael, “You have seen for yourselves that I have talked with you from 
heaven." So all the laws that follow come from God in heaven. The 
Priestly Code iterates and reiterates the formula, ‘The Lord called 
M oses and spoke to him. . . . The vast law collection in Deuteron¬ 
omy begins only after a great address on the giving of the law r has ex¬ 
plained the origin and sanction of the law. Accordingly, Israel had 
every reason to expect that a law code would carry along its own 
myth of origin and authority. Later lawyers were quick to supply 
such myths. The framers of the so-called Damascus rule of the 
Essene Community at Qumran begin with a long exhortation, in¬ 
troducing the authority of the code, the teacher of righteousness, 
retelling the sacred history of Israel, and only then presenting the 
detailed laws. The Community Rule or Manual of Discipline starts 
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with the statement that if people live in accord with the Book of the 
Community Rule, then they “may seek God with a whole heart and 
soul and do what is good and right before Him as He commanded by 
the hand of Moses and all his servants the prophets, that they may 
love all he has chosen and hate all that he has rejected” (G. Vermes, 
The Dead Sea Scrolls in English [Gloucester, Mass.: Peter Smith, 
1975], 72). When, in a different setting altogether, people proposed 
to tell the story of Jesus, the Christ, they began by explaining who 
they were and how they knew what they knew, or who Jesus was 
and where he came from, or both. So, in a w ord, it was normal in [Is¬ 
raelite culture to write books and To expect God to write books or 
dictat ethe m. It was routine to provide an account of the origin of a 
Eook7 to supply a myth of heavenly authority for a law code in par¬ 
ticular. T he Mishnah does not both er. 

Precisely how the Mishnah inaugurates an unprecedented age in 
the literature of Judaism should be obvious to the reader from these 
points of emphasis in the preceding paragraphs. Let us now review 
where we stand in the unfolding argument of this book. 

First, once closed and promulgated, the Mishnah would gain from 
its earliest apologists a myth of oral formulation and oral transmis¬ 
sion through processes of memorization, a claim unusual in Israel, to 
which, for millennia, God had been conceived as communicating in 
writing. 

Second, the Mishnah itself contains no myth of its origin in 
heaven, no account of its purpose, no claim or promise of the re¬ 
demption of Israel through keeping its laws. (Abot 1:1-18 hardly 
presents a counterpart to Deut. l:lff!) 

Third, it already is clear that, in style, the Mishnah simply by¬ 
passes all of the aesthetie conventions of religious conviction com¬ 
monplace among earlier Israelite writers, not bearing the name of a 
known, ancient authority, not imitating the style of biblical law 
codes or even their language, and not even providing its laws with 
an exegetical basis in relationship to biblical texts. 

Fourth, had the Mishnah emerged from a circle of sectarians off 
in some wilderness plain, the Jewish nation at large need not have 
paid much attention to it. But the Mishnah comes down to us not 
through the medium of archaeology but through the living world of 
Judaism. So it clearly overcame the limits of sectarianism. Indeed, 
from the moment of closure and promulgation, the Mishnah enjoyed 
remarkable status. The Mishnah constituted the authoritative law 
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code of Israel, the Jewish nation, living in its own land, the Land of 
Israel, and governed by its own authorities, the sages, or rabbis, of 
Israel, through the sponsorship of its own, internationally recog¬ 
nized ruler, the patriarch (ruwt) of Israel. That, at least, is what the 
exegeses attached to the Mishnah, called the Talmuds, tell us. It is 
what every book of history about the world of Jewry and Judaism, 
from 200 c.E. onward, records. 

So the Mishnah was not a statement of theory alone, telling us 
only how things will be in the eschaton. Nor was it a wholly sectar¬ 
ian document, reporting the view of a group without standing or in¬ 
fluence in the larger life of Israel. True, in some measure it bears 
both of these traits. But the Mishnah was and is law for Israel. It en¬ 
tered the government and courts of the Jewish people, both in the 
motherland and also overseas, as the authoritative constitution of the 
courts of Judaism. The advent of the Mishnah therefore marked a 
turning in the life of the nation-religion. The document demanded 
explanation and apology. 

The one thing you could not do, as a Jew in third-century Tiber¬ 
ias. Sepphoris, Caesarea, or Beth Shearim, in Galilee, was ignore 
the thing. True, you might refer solely to ancient Scripture and tra¬ 
dition and live out your life within the inherited patterns of the fa¬ 
miliar Israelite religion-culture. But as soon as you dealt with the 
Jewish government in charge of your everyday life—went to court 
over the damages done to your crop by your neighbor’s ox, for 
instance—you came up against a law in addition to the law of Scrip¬ 
ture, a document the principles of which governed and settled all 
matters. So the Mishnah rapidly came to confront the life of Israel. 
The people who knew the Mishnah, the rabbis or sages, came to 
dominate that life. And their claim, in accord with the Mishnah, to 
exercise authority and the right to impose heavenly sanction came to 
perplex. Now the crisis should be fully exposed. 

The sages in charge of Israel’s courts and bureaucracy would 
spend three hundred years resolving that crisis, figuring out how to 
receive this new thing, this Mishnah. Receiving the Mishnah meant 
setting it into relationship with the ancient Scriptures. Let me now, 
in a single sentence, report what they did. The sages totally re- 
for med the meaning of the word Torah , the reb y, in the literary 
fra mework, reopening the canon of Judaism, and, in the the ological 
setting, red efining the meaning and limits o f revelation. The literary 
result would be the whole of Talmudic literature, on the one side. 
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and, later on, the formation of the earliest compilations of exegeses 
(the midrashim ). The theological result would be Judaism as we 
know it: a living and enduring faith of everyday encounter with God 
through Torah and its holy way of life. Rabbis thus reshaped the 
meaning of the word Torah by exegetical processes which, to begin 
with, linked the statements of the Mishnah to verses of Scrip¬ 
ture. The exegetical work, in consequence, overspread its original 
boundaries—the Mishnah—and encompassed Scripture within 
modes of exegesis and discourse of exactly the same taxonomic 
character. 

So the Mishnah made necessary the formation of the Talmuds, 
its exegetical companions. Within the processes of exegesis of the 
Mishnah came the labor of collecting and arranging these exegeses, 
in correlation with the Mishnah, read line by line and paragraph hy 
paragraph. The sorts of t hings the sages who framed the Talmud d id 
to the Mish nah, they then went and did _to ^Scripture . Within the 
work of exegesis of Scripture was the correlative labor of organizing 
what had been said verse by verse, following the structure of a book 
of the Hebrew Bible. The type of discourse and the mode of organ¬ 
izing the literary result of discourse which were suitable for the one 
document served the other too. The same people did both for the 
same reasons. 


THE CHARACTER OF THE MISHNAH 

Before proceeding to the next phase in the argument, the reader 
will want to know in greater detail just what the Mishnah is. The 
bare-bones statements presented before will take on flesh when we 
consider, first, two passages of the text in relationship to verses of 
Scripture on the same topics; and, second, a very brief account of 
the contents of the document as a whole. We begin with the aes¬ 
thetic character of the Mishnah and then generalize from its literary 
theory to its theological convictions in the setting of Israel’s revealed 
Torah. 

We start with the interplay of Scripture and the Mishnah, at¬ 
tending to specific verses of Scripture and their counterparts in sen¬ 
tences or paragraphs of the Mishnah. But comparing the ways in 
which Scripture and the Mishnah, respectively, treat a given topic is 
easier said than done. The framers of the Mishnah devote entire 
tractates, running on for eight or ten chapters, each made up of 
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seven or more paragraphs, to subjects dealt with in Scripture's law 
codes in a sentence or two. For example, Deut. 25:5-10 states that 
if a brother dies childless, his surviving brother marries his widow 
and produces a child to bear his name; if he refuses, a rite of 
removing the shoe is prescribed. These five verses find, in tractate 
Yebamot on the levirate connection and its dissolution, a counter¬ 
part of sixteen chapters, thus approximately one hundred fifty para¬ 
graphs. Deut. 24:1-4 delivers Scripture's entire message on the 
matter of divorce. The point of interest is that a divorcee, once 
remarried, may not then return to the husband who had earlier di¬ 
vorced her. Mishnah-tractate Gittin, on writs of divorce, requires no 
fewer than nine chapters to cover the same topic. Still, the aesthetic 
differences between the two documents—Scripture, Mishnah—and 
part of the meaning of these differences do emerge even from a brief 
comparison of how each document treats the same topic. While the 
approaches to the same topic—the issues raised in its regard—do 
not prove to be symmetrical to one another, still, the contrasts re¬ 
main suggestive. 

The first topic in common is tithing, on which Deut. 14:22 states, 
“You shall tithe all the yield of your seed, which comes forth from 
the field year by year.” Lev. 27:30 says, “All the tithe of the land, 
whether of the seed of the land or of the fruit of the trees, is the 
Lord's; it is holy to the Lord.” Let us now consider the opening par¬ 
agraph of Mishnah-tractate Maaserot, tithes (trans. Martin Jaffee, in 
his Mishnah's Theology of Tithing: A Study of Tractate Maaserot 
[Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press for Brown Judaic Studies, 1981], 28): 

[l.A] A general principle they stated concerning tithes: Anything that 
is food, cultivated, and grows from the earth, is subject to the law of 
tithes . 

(II.A] And yet another general principle they stated: Anything which 
at its first stage of development is food and which at its ultimate stage 
of development is food, even though the farmer maintains its growth 
in order to increase the food it will yield, is subject to the law of tithes, 
whether it is small or large. 

[B] But anything which at its first stage of development is not food, yet 
which at its ultimate stage of development is food, is not subject to the 
laws of tithes until it becomes edible (M. Maaserot 1:1). 

Stylistically, the biblical verses and the Mishnaic paragraph have 
nothing at all in common. The framers of the Mishnah did not think 
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it important that they should; they refrained from imitating biblical 
style in any detail. Where Scripture is specific, the Mishnah seeks 
to generalize. Where the Mishnaic language is closely balanced in 
run-on, carefully matched sentences as at II.A, B, Scripture exhibits 
no counterpart whatsoever. The point of interest in the Mishnah, by 
contrast, will not have surprised the biblical legislator. Scripture de¬ 
clares that one has to “tithe food.” The Mishnah defines the sort of 
food that must be tithed. Scripture declares that the tithe of the land 
belongs to God, The Mishnah takes up the (mildly interesting) detail 
of the point at which God’s claim takes effect, which is when the 
crop reaches the status of edibility. Accordingly, in the passage be¬ 
fore us, the Mishnah looks to be the writing of rather philosophical 
minds, intent upon raising questions of secondary exposition of, and 
generalization about, facts of Scripture. 

The important point must register once more: whatever the Mish¬ 
nah was supposed to be, no one pret e nded it was an extension of 
Scripture. From the viewpoint of its literary traits, the ^fistmah 
yields not a hint at that systematic archaizing and anachronizing at 
which the former Israelite writers had worked so hard for so many 
centuries in producing their holy books. Whether or not the authors 
of the Mishnah had in mind to write a holy book we do not know. If 
they did, they took a peculiar route. If they did not, they presented 
their successors and heirs with a remarkable set of problems in theo¬ 
logical apologetics. 

A second example of how the authors of the Mishnah both provide 
masses of new information (we do not know the source) and also sys¬ 
tematize and reframe facts concerns the matter of the skin ailment 
described at Lev. 13:2-8. The priestly legislator speaks of the skin 
tone as a sign of whether or not the disease is present: 

“When a man has on the skin of his body a swelling or an eruption or a 
spot, and it turns into a leprous disease on the skin of his body, then 
he shall be brought to Aaron the priest . . . and the priest shall exam¬ 
ine the diseased spot on the skin of his body; and if the hair in the dis¬ 
eased spot has turned white and the disease appears to be deeper than 
the skin of his body, it is a leprous disease. . . . But if the spot is white 
in the skin of his body, and appears no deeper than the skin, and the 
hair in it has not turned white, the priest shall shut up the diseased 
person for seven days. ...” 

(Lev. 13:2-4) 
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Regarding this same matter, the Mishnah provides the following, 
using the word nega, translated by me as "plague,” instead of Scrip¬ 
ture's word choice, Saraat, "leprous disease”: 

[A] The appearances of plagues are two, which are four: 

[B] A bright spot is as bright-white as snow. And secondary to it is [a 
shade as white] as the lime of the Temple. 

[Cl "And the swelling is [as white] as the skin of an egg. And second¬ 
ary to it is (a shade as white] as white wool,” the words of fl. Meir. 

[D] And sages say, “The swelling is [as white] as white wool. Second¬ 
ary to it is [a shade as white] as the skin of an egg (M. Negaim 1:1). 

[A] " The [reddish] mixture which is in the snow-white is like wine 
mixed in snow. The [reddish] mixture in the lime is like the blood 
which is mixed in milk," the words of R. Ishmael. 

[B] fl. Aqiba says, "The reddishness which is in this and in this is like 
wine mixed in water. Bui that which is in snow-white is strong, and 
that which is in lime is duller than it" (M. Negaim 1:2). 

[A| fl. Hananiah Prefect of the Priests says, " The appearances [colors] 
of plagues are sixteen 

[B] fl. Dosa ben Harkinas says, “The appearances of plagues are 
thirty-six " 

[C] Aqabya b. Mehallel says, " Seventy-two.” 

[D] fl. Hananiah Prefect of the Priests says, “They do not examine the 
plagues in the first instance after the Sabbath [Sunday], for the end of 
that week will fall on the Sabbath; and not on the second day [Mon¬ 
day], for the end of iis second week falls on the Sabbath; and not on 
the third day for houses, for the end of its third week faUs on the 
Sabbath " 

[E] A. Aqiba says, “At any time do they examine. [If] it [the next in¬ 
spection] turns out to coincide with the Sabbath, they move [it] to af¬ 
ter the Sabbath." 

[F] And there is in this matter /ground^ to rule leniently and to rule 
strictly (M. Negaim 1:4). 

Compared to Scripture, the traits of this passage are still more 
egregious than those of the first. We notice, to begin with, the ap¬ 
pearance of proper names—Meir, Aqiba, Ishmael, Hananiah, and 
others. These are not biblical saints. Their standing and authority 
demand definition, even if they do not have to be identified. Sec¬ 
ond, where Scripture is rather vague and general about color, the 
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Mishnah’s lawyers are very specific, Third, secondary disputes about 
the law governing unclean and clean skin tones raise the question of 
which opinion is to be followed and who decides. They hardly sug¬ 
gest that in hand is a law code deriving from Heaven, providing cer¬ 
tainty as to God’s will. The one thing Scripture always omits is dis¬ 
putes in the names of diverse authorities; it is the one ubiquitous 
trait of the Mishnah’s discourse. Fourth, the further effort, at 
M. Negaim 1:4A—C, to systematize information for memorization 
through the provision of numeral mnemonics is to be noted. The 
closing dispute, M. 1:4D-E, ends with an important generalization 
demanding specific instances and exposition, which the continuation 
of the passage provides. What we see, in all, is a rather complex 
construction, following its own rules of discourse, its own logoi of or¬ 
ganization and exposition, to make its own points. Once more, we 
note, these points take up rather loosely-framed statements of the 
biblical law and provide precise definition for interpreting and ap¬ 
plying them. Finally, we observe, the two instances we have exam¬ 
ined show us that the Mishnah will take an interest in matters of law 
important, in particular, to priests. So interests in the Temple and 
its sanctified work force, maintaining their rations (“tithes”) and pre¬ 
serving the antisepsis, in a cultic sense, of their work area, played a 
role. The Mishnah could hardly claim to discuss only practical mat¬ 
ters, things pressing at the moment (ca. 200 C.E.), if it devoted any 
part of its space to these issues. For, we recall, the Temple had by 
then lain in ruins for well over a century, and, after the calamity 
brought on by the rebellion led by Bar Kokhba, 132-135, everyone 
knew that the Temple would not rise in the near future. Accord¬ 
ingly, the Mishnah’s traits, even in the snippets we have looked at, 
raise considerable puzzlement. 

Before proceeding, let us once more review the catalogue of the 
issues confronting the Mishnah’s apologists and heirs. 

First, just what is the relationship of the Mishnah to the Torah of 
Moses? The passages we examined maintain perfect silence on that 
issue. They make no explicit reference to Scripture. They do not 
pretend to amplify or otherwise explain the meaning of a verse of 
Scripture. For our part, we know that they do. But the framers of 
the Mishnah in no way spelled out that fact. 

Second, what is the standing, the authority, of the sages of the 
document? We now realize that the issue confronts not merely 
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the heirs of the Mishnah, applying a law code. Named men figure 
within the document itself. Who are they? In disputes, how a deci¬ 
sion is reached is not made explicit. 

Third, the way in which, through keeping the rules of the Mish¬ 
nah, Israel carries out God’s will does not emerge from the dis¬ 
course at hand. The name and will of God do not figure. The focus 
remains on close, niggling detail. The Mishnah organizes informa¬ 
tion. A reference book such as this may serve some useful purpose. 
Who can read it for inspiration? How anyone can have imagined that 
before us is another kind of Torah is hardly self-evident. 

Phrasing the question in this way, we remind ourselves once 
again how other innovators in Israel's life had confronted the same 
problems and solved them. They signed the names of well-known 
saints of biblical times. They imitated biblical Hebrew. They at¬ 
tached their new ideas to ancient verses of Scripture, in a process of 
exegetical exposition. The reader hardly needs to be told that none 
of these traits emerge in the two passages just now reviewed. Ac¬ 
cordingly, let us move outward from the specific passages at hand to 
a more general description of the Mishnah as a whole. 

We are turning now from aesthetics to contents and context. The 
Mishnah is a six-part code of descriptive rules. The six divisions are: 
(1) agricultural rules; (2) laws governing appointed seasons, e.g.. 
Sabbaths and festivals; (3) laws on the transfer of women, and prop¬ 
erty along with women, from one man (father) to another (husband); 
(4) the system of civil and criminal law (corresponding to what we to¬ 
day should regard as “the legal system ); (5) laws for the conduct 
of the cult and the Temple; and (6) laws on the preservation of cul- 
tic purity both in the Temple and under certain domestic circum¬ 
stances, with special reference to the table and bed. These divisions 
define the range and realm of reality. 

Since, as we know, in the aftermath of the war against Rome in 
132-135, the Temple was declared permanently prohibited to Jews, 
and Jerusalem was closed off to them as well, in context the Mish¬ 
nah s laws in part speak of nowhere and not now, There was no cult, 
no Temple, no holy city to which, at this time, ca. 200 C.E., the de¬ 
scription of the Mishnaic laws applied. We again observe that a siz¬ 
able proportion of the Mishnah deals with matters to which the 
sages had no material access or practical knowledge at the time 
of their work. They themselves were not members of the priestly 
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caste. Yet we have seen that the Mishnah contains a division—the 
fifth—on the conduct of the cult, as well as one on the preservation 
of the cultic purity of the sacrificial system along the lines laid out in 
the book of Leviticus—the sixth division. Many of the tractates of 
the first division, on agriculture, deal with the rations provided for 
the priests by the Israelite farmers out of the produce of the Holy 
Land. The interests of the division overall flow from the Levitical ta¬ 
boos on land use and disposition of crops; the whole is an exercise of 
most acute interest to the priests. A fair part of the second division, 
on appointed times, takes up the conduct of the cult on special days, 
e.g., the sacrifices offered on the Day of Atonement, Passover, and 
the like. Indeed, what the Mishnah wants to know about appointed 
seasons concerns the cult far more than it does the synagogue, 
which plays a subordinate role. 

The fourth division, on civil law, for its part, presents an elaborate 
account of a political structure and system of Israelite self-govern¬ 
ment based on Temple, priesthood, and monarchy, in tractates San¬ 
hedrin and Makkot, not to mention Shebuot and Horayot. This sys¬ 
tem speaks of king, priest, Temple, and court. It was not the Jews, 
their kings, priests, and judges, but the Romans who conducted the 
government of Israel in the Land of Israel in the time in which the 
second-century authorities did their work. So it would appear that 
well over half of the document before us—the first, the second, part 
of the fourth, the fifth and sixth divisions—speaks of cult. Temple, 
government, priesthood. The Mishnah takes up a profoundly 
priestly and Levitical conception of sanctification as the principal 
statement on Israel’s condition. When we consider that, in the very 
time in which the authorities before us did their work, the Temple 
lay in ruins, the city of Jerusalem was prohibited to all Israelites, 
and the Jewish government and administration which had centered 
on the Temple and based its authority on the holy life lived there 
were in ruins, the fantastic character of the Mishnah's address to its 
own catastrophic day becomes clear. 

THE ENIGMA OF THE MISHNAH 

The Mishnah does not identify its authors. In its authorities’ pat¬ 
terns of language and speech, it permits only slight variations, so 
there is no place for individual characteristics of expression. It no- 
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where tells us when it speaks. It does not address a particular place 
or time. It rarely speaks of events in its own day. It never identifies 
its prospective audience. There is, in the entire mass of sayings and 
rules, scarcely a "you" of direct address to the reader and the world 
beyond. The Mishnah begins nowhere: "W hen do we do so and so?" 
It ends abruptly. There is no predicting where it will commence, no 
explaining why it is done. Where, when, why the document is laid 
out and set forth are questions not deemed urgent. 

Indeed, as I noted above, the Mishnah contains not a hint about 
what its authors conceive their work to be. We asked before: Is it a 
law code? Is it a schoolbook? Since it makes statements describing 
what people should and should not do, or rather, do do^and do not 
do, we might suppose it is a law code. Since it covers topics of both 
practicaFand theoretical interest, we might suppose it is a school¬ 
book, a work of philosophy. But the Mishnah never expresses a hint 
about its authors' intent. The reason is that the authors do what they 
must to efface all traces not only of individuality but even of their 
own participation in the formation of the document. 

So it is not only a letter from utopia to whom it may concern. It 
also is a letter written by no one person—but not by a committee 
we can identify, either. When we turned to the contents of the doc¬ 
ument, we were helped not at all in determining the place of the 
Mishnah’s origination, the purpose of making it, the reasons for its 
anonymous and collective plane of discourse and monotonous tone 
of voice. For the Mishnah covers a carefully defined program of top¬ 
ics. But the Mishnah never tells us why one topic is introduced and 
another is omitted, or what the agglutination of these particular top¬ 
ics is meant to accomplish in the formation of a system or of an imag¬ 
inative construction. Nor is there any predicting how a given topic 
will be treated, why a given set of issues will be explored in close 
detail, and another set of possible issues ignored. Discourse on a 
theme begins and ends as if all things are self-evident—including, as 
I said, the reason for beginning at one point and ending at some 
other. 

To conclude: Judaism in the first two centuries C.E. came into be¬ 
ing on the other side of two wars, and produced, as its first and en¬ 
during testimony, a book of law and religion, a book to express a 
system of philosophy and a theory of society. Since the Mishnah 
emerges after a time of wars, the one thing we should anticipate is a 
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message about the meaning of history, an account of events and 
their meaning, Central to the Mishnah’s system should he a picture 
of the course of Israel’s destiny, in the tradition of the hihlical 
histories—Samuel, Kings, Chronicles, for instance—and in the tra¬ 
dition of the prophets of ancient Israel, the several Isaiahs, Jere¬ 
miah, and the rest. A theory of the Messiah should play a prominent 
role in this explanation of events. 

The Mishnah’s principal insistence is the opposite. It speaks of 
what is permanent and enduring: the flow of time through the sea¬ 
sons, marked by festivals and Sabbaths; the procedures of the cult 
through the regular and enduring sacrifices; the conduct of the civil 
society through norms of fairness to prevent unjust change; the pur¬ 
suit of agricultural work in accord with the rules of holiness; the 
enduring, unchanging, invisible phobias of cultic uncleanness and 
cleanness. In the Mishnah there is no division devoted to the inter¬ 
pretation of history. There is no pretense even at telling what had 
just happened. There is scarcely a line to address the issue of the 
meaning of the disasters of the day. Others proclaimed Messiahs, 
The Mishnah knows none. 

The Mishnah does not address singular men or one-time events 
of history. Its laws express recurrent patterns, eternal patterns of so¬ 
ciety as endnring as the movement of the moon and snn aronnd 
the earth (as they would have understood it) and as regular as the 
lapping of the waves on the beach. These are laws on ploughing, 
planting, harvesting; birth, marriage, procreation, death; home, 
family, household; work, rest; sunrise, sunset—not the stuff of his¬ 
tory. The laws speak of the here and now, not of state and tradition, 
past or future. Since, in the time in which the ideas of the Mishnah 
took shape, most other Jews expressed a keen interest in history, 
the contrast cannot be missed. The Mishnah imagines a world of 
regularity and order in the aftermath of the end of ancient certain¬ 
ties and patterns. It designs laws after the old rules all had been bro¬ 
ken or fallen into desuetude. It speaks of an eternal present—gen¬ 
erally using the continuous present tense and describing how things 
are—to people beyond all touch with their own past, their life and 
institutions. 
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Scripture and the Mishnah 


THE MISHNAH AND SCRIPTURE 

Before we consider how the Mishnah’s heirs and continuators 
solved the problem of finding a place for the Mishnah in the Torah, 
that is, in the canon of Judaism, we briefly take up the facts of the 
matter. The place of Scripture in the Mishnah itself and the impact 
of the ideas of Scripture on the theories of the Mishnah’s philoso¬ 
phers require some attention. Otherwise we shall not fully perceive 
the framework and context in which, from ca. 200 to 600 C.E., the 
founders of Judaism worked out the crisis precipitated by the role 
and character of the Mishnah. 

I stress that the problem posed by the Mishnah was not formal 
but substantive. We are concerned not merely with the absence of 
proof-texts. These commonly appear in our eyes as mere pretexts. 
Indeed, the bulk of ancient exegesis in contemporary perspective is 
little more than crude, self-serving eisegesis. We want to know how 
the sixty-two tractates of the Mishnah (excluding Abot), all of them 
organized around specific topics and systematically investigating par¬ 
ticular problems in connection with those topics, relate to Scripture. 
To this question, citation of proof-texts is not pertinent; the sub¬ 
stance of the matter is what counts. 

Still, at the outset, let us examine a specimen of how the writers 
of the Mishnah overall might have presented their ideas. For from 
antecedent Israelite literature, if they knew it, the exegetical form 
was available to them. Had they concurred with the school of Mat¬ 
thew that whatever they wished to say had to be framed in explicit 
response to what Scripture, clearly cited, had said, how would they 
have done their work? To answer that question, we look at a piece of 
the Mishnah purporting to amplify the meaning of Scripture. 

The biblical passage at hand is Deut. 20:2—6, rules governing ex¬ 
emptions from the Israelite army. The framer of the passage, at M. 
Sot. 8:1-2, systematically cited the verse and then added a few 
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words to explain its meaning or to amplify and apply its law. The 
opening passage, M. Sot. 8:1, follows a style we shall see many 
times over in compilations of exegeses, that is, word-for-word com¬ 
mentary. The passage concludes with a small homily. What is strik¬ 
ing is that the form of the exposition of the scriptural passage at M. 
Sot. 8:2 then takes up a decidedly “Mishnaic” character. That is, in¬ 
stead of word-for-word response to the statement of the Scripture, 
we find an autonomous construction of information, along highly 
formalized lines, in which there are six carefully matched and bal¬ 
anced sentences—a characteristically Mishnaic mode of expressing 
ideas. This kind of formulation of ideas, of course, is familiar to the 
reader, since in the opening chapter we encountered it in the Mish¬ 
naic extracts we considered. It is standard for the Mishnah as a 
whole. My guess is that approximately ninety-seven percent of the 
entire Mishnah is framed in this sort of generalizing, highly formal¬ 
ized style. But here the information, formulated in its own, Mish¬ 
naic way, is tacked on to verses of Scripture. That hardly constitutes 
a close exegetical reading of the Scripture’s words. I include M. Sot. 
8:3, finally, to show what a more commonplace mode of expressing 
ideas would look like; the contrast to the foregoing then is still more 
striking. 

[A] The anointed for battle, when he speaks to the people, in the Holy 
Language did he speak, 

[B] as it is said, “And it shall come to pass when you draw near to the 
battle, that the priest shall approach [this is the priest anointed for 
battle] and shall speak to the people [in the Holy Language} and shall 
say to them, 'Hear, O Israel, you draw near to battle this day ”’ (Deut. 
20:3)— 

[C] "against your enemies" (Deut. 20:3 ) — and not against your 
brothers, 

[D] not Judah against Simeon, nor SiiTieon against Benjamin. 

[E] For if you fall into their [ Israelites’ ] hand, they will have mercy 
for you, 

[F] as it is said, “And the men which have been called by name rose up 
and took the captives and with the spoil clothed all that were naked 
among them and arrayed them and put shoes on their feet and gave 
them food to eat and something to drink and carried all the feeble of 
them upon asses and brought them to Jericho, the city of palm trees, 
unto their brethren. Then they returned to Samaria" (2 Chron. 28:15). 

[G] "Against your enemies’’ do you go forth. 
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[H] For if you fall into their hand, they will not have mercy upon you. 

[I] “Let not your heart be faint, fear not, nor tremble, neither be 
afraid' (Deut. 20:3). 

[J] “Let not your heart be faint”—on account of the neighing of the 
horses and the flashing of the swords. 

[K] “Fear not"—at the clashing of shields and the rushing of the 
tramping shoes. 

[L] “Nor tremble"—at the sound of the trumpets. 

[M] “Neither be afraid'—at the sound of the shouting. 

[N] “For the Lord your Cod is with you ” (Deut. 20:4 )— 

[O] they come with the power of mortal man, but you come with the 
power of the Omnipresent. 

[P] The Philistines came with the power of Goliath. What ivas his end? 
In the end he fell by the sword, and they fell with him. 

[Q] The Ammonites came with the power of Shobach (2 Sam. 10:16). 
What was his end? In the end he fell by the sword, and they fell with 
him. 

[R] But you are not thus: “For the Lord your God is he who goes with 
you to fight for you ” 

[S] (—this is the camp of the ark) (M. Sot. 8:1). 

[A] “And the officers shall speak to the people, saying. What man is 
there who has built a new house and has not dedicated it? Let him go 
and return to his house” (Deut. 20:5). 

[I.B] All the same are the ones who build a house for straw, a house 
for cattle, a house for wood, and a house for storage. 

[II.C] All the same are the ones who build it, who purchase it, who in¬ 
herit it, and to whom it is given as a gift. 

[D] “And who is the man who has planted a vineyard and has not used 
the fruit thereof?" (Deut. 20:6 )— 

[III.E] All the same are the ones who plant a vineyard and who plant 
Jive /ruit-frees, 

[F] and even if they are of five different kinds. 

[IV.G] And all the same are the ones who plant such a tree, who sink 
them into the ground, and who graft them. 

[V.H] And all the same are the ones who buy a vineyard, and who in¬ 
herit it, and to whom it is given as a gift. 

[I] “And who is the man who has betrothed a wife ” (ibid )— 

[VI.J] All the same are the ones who betrothe a virgin and who 
betrothe a widow — 

[K] and even a deceased childless brothers widow who awaits the 

W r _ 

I P 

[L] And even if one heard during the battle that his brother had died. 
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[M] he returns and comes along home. 

[N] All these listen to the words of the priest concerning the arrange¬ 
ments of battle and go home. 

[O] And they provide water and food and keep the roads in good re¬ 
pair (M. Sot. 8:2). 

[A] And these are the ones who do not return home: 

[B] He who builds a gate-house, a portico, or a porch; 

[C] he who plants only four fruit-trees or five barren trees; 

[D] he who remarries a woman whom he has divorced, 

[E] or [he who marries) a widow in the case of a high priest, a divor¬ 
cee or a woman who has undergone the rite o/halisah in the case of an 
ordinary priest, or a mamzeret or a Netinah in the case of an Israel¬ 
ite, or an Israelite-girl in the case of a mamzer or a Netin— 

[F] such a one did not go home. 

[G] R. Judah says , ’‘Also: He who builds his house on its original foun¬ 
dation did not go home" 

[H] R. Eleazar says, “Also: He who builds a house of bricks in the 
Sharon does not go home" (M. Sot. 8:3). 

With M. Sot. 8:3 in hand, we are able in microcosm to see the char¬ 
acter of the issue at hand. We realize that the Mishnah's statement 
at M. Sot. 8:3 addresses a theme of a passage of Scripture. We know 
that, ordinarily, Israelite writers for nearly seven hundred years had 
preferred to formulate their ideas through constant recourse to 
biblical verses, as at M. Sot. 8:1-2, or, at the very least, through 
imitating biblical language and style. These writers normally do not. 
In consequence, the heirs of their document had to analyze their 
writing, sentence by sentence, to show precisely what the writers of 
the Mishnah hid: how what they said stood in close and subordinate 
relationship to sentences of Scripture. 

Let us now turn to the actual relationships, as distinct from those 
to be alleged in time to come by the critics and commentators of 
the Mishnah: how do tractates relate to their thematic counterparts 
among the legal codes and ideas of Scripture? Let me begin by re¬ 
minding the reader of facts already adduced in the first chapter. 

Formally, redactionally, and linguistically the Mishnah stands in 
splendid isolation from Scripture. It is not possible to point in prior 
Israelite religious writing to many parallels, that is, cases of anony¬ 
mous books, received as holy, in which the forms and formulations 
(specific verses) of Scripture play so slight a role. People who wrote 
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holy books commonly imitated the Scripture’s language. They cited 
concrete verses. They claimed at the very least that direct revelation 
had come to them, as in the angelic discourses of IV Ezra and Ba¬ 
ruch, so that what they say stands on an equal plane with Scripture. 
The internal evidence of the Mishnah’s sixty-two usable tractates 
(excluding Ahot), by contrast, in no way suggests that anyone pre¬ 
tended to talk like Moses and write like Moses, claimed to cite and 
correctly interpret things that Moses had said, or even alleged to 
have had a revelation like that of Moses and so to stand on the 
mountain with Moses. There is none of this. So the claim of scrip¬ 
tural authority for the Mishnah’s doctrines and institutions is diffi¬ 
cult to locate within the internal evidence of the Mishnah itself. 

Let us now rapidly survey the conceptual relationships between 
various Mishnah tractates, on the one side, and laws of Scripture, on 
the other. 

First, there are tractates which simply repeat in their own words 
precisely what Scripture has to say, and at best serve to amplify and 
complete the basic ideas of Scripture. For example, all of the cultic 
tractates of the second division, on Appointed Times, which tell 
what one is supposed to do in the Temple on the various special 
days of the year, and the hulk of the cultic tractates of the fifth divi¬ 
sion, which deals with Holy Things, simply restate facts of Scrip¬ 
ture. For another example, all of those tractates of the sixth division, 
on Purities, which specify sources of uncleanness, completely de¬ 
pend on information supplied by Scripture. Every important state¬ 
ment, for example, in Niddah, on menstrual uncleanness, the most 
fundamental notions of Zabim, on the uncleanness of the person 
with flux referred to in Leviticus 15, as well as every detail in 
Negaim, on the uncleanness of the person or house suffering the 
unclean ness described at Leviticus 13 and 14—all of these tractates 
serve only to reiterate the hasic facts of Scripture and to comple¬ 
ment those facts with other derivative ones. 

There are, second, tractates which take up facts of Scripture but 
work them out in a way that those scriptural facts could not have led 
us to predict. A supposition concerning what is important about the 
facts, utterly remote from the supposition of Scripture, will explain 
why the Mishnah tractates under discussion say the original things 
they say in confronting those scripturally-provided facts. For one ex¬ 
ample, Scripture (Num. 19:Iff.) takes for granted that the red cow 
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will be burned in a state of uncleanness, because it is burned out¬ 
side the camp (Temple). The priestly writers cannot have imagined 
that a state of cultic cleanness was to be attained outside of the cult. 
The absolute datum of Mishnah-tractate Parah, on burning the red 
cow, by contrast, is that cultic cleanness not only can be attained 
outside of the "tent of meeting”; the red cow was to be burned in a 
state of cleanness even exceeding the cultic cleanness required in 
the Temple itself. The problematic which generates the intellectual 
agendum of Parah, therefore, is how to work out the conduct of the 
rite of burning the cow in relationship to the Temple: Is it to be 
done in exactly the same way, or in exactly the opposite way? This 
mode of contrastive and analogical thinking helps us to understand 
the generative problematic of such tractates as Erubin and Besah, to 
mention only two. 

Third, there are, predictably, many tractates which either take up 
problems in no way suggested by Scripture, or begin from facts at 
best merely relevant to facts of Scripture. In the former category 
are Tohorot, on the cleanness of foods, with its companion, Uqsin; 
Demai, on doubtfully tithed produce; Tamid, on tbe conduct of the 
daily whole-offering; Baba Batra, on rules of real estate transactions 
and certain other commercial and property relationships, and so on. 
Representative of the latter category is Ohalot, which spins out its 
strange problems within the theory that a tent and a utensil are 
to be compared to one another (!). Other instances are these: 
Kelim, on the susceptibility to uncleanness of various sorts of uten¬ 
sils; Miqvaot, on the sorts of water which effect purification from 
uncleanness; Ketubot and Gittin, on the documents of marriage and 
divorce; and many others. These tractates here and there draw 
facts of Scripture. But the problem confronted in these trac¬ 
tates—the generative problematic—in no way responds to issues or 
even facts important to Scripture, What we have here is a prior pro¬ 
gram of inquiry, which will make ample provision for facts of Scrip¬ 
ture in an inquiry generated, to begin with, essentially outside of 
the framework of Scripture. First comes the problem or topic, then, 
if possible, attention to Scripture. 

So there we have it: some tractates merely repeat what we find in 
Scripture. Some are totally independent of Scripture. And some fall 
in-between. We find everything and its opposite. But to offer a final 
answer to the question of Scripture-Mishnah relationships, we have 
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to take that fact seriously. The Mishnah in no way is so remote from 
Scripture as its formal omission of citations of verses of Scripture 
suggests. It also cannot be described as contingent upon, and sec¬ 
ondary to Scripture, as many of its third-century apologists claimed. 
But the right answer is not that it is somewhere in-between. Scrip¬ 
ture confronts the framers of the Mishnah as revelation, not merely 
as a source of facts. But the framers of the Mishnah had their own 
world with which to deal. They made statements in the framework 
and fellowship of their own age and generation. They were bound, 
therefore, to come to Scripture with a set of questions generated 
elsewhere than in Scripture. They brought their own ideas about 
what was going to be important in Scripture. This is perfectly 
natural. 

The philosophers of the Mishnah conceded to Scripture the high¬ 
est authority. At the same time what they chose to hear, within the 
authoritative statements of Scripture, would in the end form a state¬ 
ment of its own. To state matters simply: all of Scripture was author¬ 
itative. But only some of Scripture was found to be relevant. And 
what happened is that the framers and philosophers of the tradition 
of the Mishnah came to Scripture when they had reason to. That is 
to say, they brought to Scripture a program of questions and inqui¬ 
ries framed essentially among themselves. So they were highly se¬ 
lective. That is why their program itself constituted a statement 
upon tbe meaning of Scripture. They and their apologists of one sort 
hastened to add that their program consisted of a statement of, and 
not only upon, the meaning of Scripture. 

The way in which the sages of the Mishnah utilized the inherited 
and authoritative tradition of Scripture therefore is clear. On the 
one hand, wherever they could, they repeated what Scripture says. 
This they did, however, in their own words. So they established a 
claim of relevance and also authority. They spoke to their own day 
in their own idiom. On the other hand, they selected with care and 
precision what they wanted in Scripture, ignoring what they did not 
want. They took up laws, not prophecies, descriptions of how things 
are supposed to be, not accounts of what is going to happen. 

So much for the role of Scripture in the Mishnah. We turn now to 
ask how the heirs and continuators of the Mishnah, the rabbinical 
sages who inherited the document after ca. 200 C.E., sorted out the 
diverse questions before them, the questions of (1) canon, (2) scrip- 
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tural authority, and (3) revelation. Specifically, they had to make a 
judgment on the place and authority of the Mishnah within the total 
corpus of revelation called, in Judaism, “the Torah.” Second, in or¬ 
der to reach such an assessment, they further had to impose their 
own view, through exegesis of the Mishnah, about the place and au¬ 
thority of Scripture within the Mishnah, forming a concomitant posi¬ 
tion on the relationship of the Mishnah to Scripture. We now take 
up the principal documents produced in the rabbinical estate after 
the closure of the Mishnah. 

As I indicated earlier, three different kinds of literature flow from 
the Mishnah and refer to it. One, Tosefta, supplements to the 
Mishnah, is a wholly dependent, secondary, and exegetical form, in 
which the Mishnah provides the whole frame of organization and re¬ 
daction for all materials, and in which citation and secondary expan¬ 
sion of the statements of the Mishuah define the bulk, though not 
the whole, of the work. The next, Sifra, exegeses of Leviticus, fo¬ 
cuses not upon the Mishnah but upon Scripture and proposes to 
provide a bridge between the two. Sifra, and to a lesser degree, 
Sifre to Numbers and Sifre to Deuteronomy, fall into this second 
category. The last is in the middle, both dependent upon, and au¬ 
tonomous of, the Mishnah, taking up its individual statements and 
amplifying them, but also expanding and developing autonomous 
discussions. The two Talmuds, one produced in the Land of Israel, 
the other in Babylonia, constitute this kind of writing. Our task is 
uow to outline the ways in which each of these kinds of literature 
defines the role of Scripture in the Mishnah. 

The order in which we take up these three types of rabbinical 
writing produced in the aftermath of the Mishnah bears no implica¬ 
tions whatever about the historical sequence in which they were 
written. That historical issue, while interesting, in no way relates to 
the problem at hand. My order of presentation simply presents, 
among the three possible approaches to the question, a thesis, an 
antithesis, and a synthesis. As we shall now see, the Tosefta makes 
no systematic effort to adduce scriptural proof-texts for Mishnaic 
statements. The Sifra commonly attempts to show the Mishnah s 
links to the Scripture, so that whatever is right in the Mishnah de¬ 
rives from, is secondary to, statements of Scripture. The Talmud 
takes up a far more complex position, in rough balance between 
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these two extreme views. That fact accounts for the order of topics 
in the remainder of this chapter. 


SCRIPTURE AND THE MISHNAH 
IN THE TOSEFTA 

The Tosefta presents no genera] theory of the Mishnah. The 
Mishnah is read in parts, but not viewed as a whole. The Mishnah is 
the lattice for the Tosefta’s vine. That accounts for the simple fact 
that the Tosefta proposes to take up and explain fragments of 
the Mishnahs sentences, but never systematically to provide an 
overview. Indeed, the absence of system is a symptom of the exe- 
getes’ failure to form an overall picture. And, as we shall see, that 
accounts for the place of Scripture in the Tosefta’s reading of the 
Mishnah. We find no evidence of a systematic effort to give the 
Mishnah what it lacks, proof-texts for its assertions. Further, we 
shall observe nothing distinctive in the way in which the Tosefta’s 
authors turn to Scripture in relationship to their exegesis of the 
Mishnah. Just as they looked into Scripture for proof-texts for opin¬ 
ions found in the Mishnah, so they did the same, without formal or 
substantive variation, in seeking for proof-texts for opinions not lo¬ 
cated in the Mishnah. The point of it all is not to buttress with scrip¬ 
tural proof-texts the Mishnah s statements in particular. The Mish¬ 
nah does not define the issue. The routine and entirely natural 
recourse to Scripture does. This point will prove central to the argu¬ 
ment of chapter 5. 

Let me step back and explain the document at hand. The Tosefta, 
or collections of supplements, is a corpus of materials correlative to 
the Mishnah. Standing apart from the Mishnah, the greater part of 
Tosefia’s materials is incomprehensible gibberish, bearing no auton¬ 
omous meaning to be discovered wholly within the limits of a dis¬ 
crete passage. The Tosefta’s units relate to corresponding ones in 
the Mishnah in one of three ways: (1) The Tosefta cites the Mishnah 
verbatim and then supplies glosses or further discussions of the 
Mishnah’s rules; (2) the Tosefta complements the Mishnah without 
directly citing the corresponding passage; (3) the Tosefta supple¬ 
ments the Mishnah with information relevant to, but in theme and 
meaning independent of, the principal document. 
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The first sort of relationship characterizes about half of the units of 
the book, the second about another third, and the last, about a sixth. 
This is a very rough approximation. The Tosefta’s aggregations of 
materials normally are grouped in accord with their respective rela¬ 
tionships to the Mishnah. A sequence serving a given chapter of the 
Mishnah, for example, may begin with pericopae in which the Mish¬ 
nah is cited, then proceed to another set in which the Mishnah is 
complemented, and finally present materials in which the Mishnah 
is given supplementary but essentially separate materials. The for¬ 
mulary traits of the Tosefta run parallel to those of the Mishnah in 
the first, and, to a lesser extent, in the second sort of materials. But 
in the main the Tosefta’s language is far less formalized than the 
Mishnah’s. The Mishnah’s redaction tends to produce aggregates of 
materials characterized by a common formulary pattern and a com¬ 
mon theme. So far as the Tosefta may be divided into sizable groups 
of materials, by contrast, it is redacted primarily in accord with the 
single relationship to the Mishnah exhibited by a sequence of other¬ 
wise formally and thematically discrete units. In size, the Tosefta is 
approximately four times larger than the Mishnah. 

What interests us in the Tosefta now comes to the fore. We begin 
with what we do not need to examine. Where the Tosefta speaks 
autonomously about issues in general shared with the Mishnah, we 
are not going to learn about its view of how the Mishnah’s state¬ 
ments in particular are to be unpacked and explained. Where it con¬ 
tains its own traditions on these same matters, it goes without say¬ 
ing, we are not apt to learn how the Tosefta regards the role of 
Scripture in the Mishnah. When the Tosefta cites verbatim and then 
explicitly comments upon a passage of the Mishnah, however, we 
find out how the Tosefta wants to introduce scriptural proof-texts 
into the exegesis of the Mishnah. Introducing proof-texts where the 
Mishnah’s authors supplied none, the Tosefta’s authorities then indi¬ 
cate what they think the Mishnah lacks. That fact then tells us their 
judgment both upon the Mishnah and upon the Mishnah’s relation¬ 
ship to Scripture. It is this: the Mishnah requires proof-texts, be¬ 
cause, by itself, the Mishnah has no autonomous standing or author¬ 
ity. It is to be presented only as a secondary expansion of the Torah 
of Moses. If, on the other hand, the Tosefta’s writers do not sys¬ 
tematically and regularly add proof-texts, or if they use proof-texts 


30 



SCRIPTURE AND THE MISHNAH 


for purposes other than to indicate their critique of the Mishnah's 
failure to use them, we draw other conclusions of their theory of the 

matter. 

Let us start with examples of how the Tosefta will cite and amplify 
or otherwise make its comment upon a passage of the Mishnah. In 
the first instance, the Tosefta simply adds to the Mishnah a sizable 
exemplification of the opinion of sages. What follows is typical of 
how the Tosefta’s writers cite, and then make their own comment 
upon, a passage of the Mishnah. The words in italics are verbatim in 
the Mishnah’s corresponding passage. The rest, in boldface, is what 
Tosefta adds. 

[A] “The sanctification of the new month and the intercalation of the 
year are to be done by three [judges] " the words of R. Meir. 

[B] And sages say, “ Before three do they begin, and be¬ 
fore five they debate the matter, and they reach a final decision with 

seven [judgesj [M. Son. L2D-E]. 

[C] "How so? 

(1)] “[If] one says to go into session, and two say not to go into ses¬ 
sion, the opinion of the individual is null as a minority. 

[E] “[If] two say to go into session, and one says not to go into 
session—they add two more to their number and debate the matter 
with five. 

[F] “[If] two say that it requires intercalation, and three say that it 
does not require intercalation—the opinion of the two is null because 
it is a minority. 

[C] “[If] three say it requires, and two say it does not require [inter¬ 
calation], then they add two more to their number. 

[H] "Then they reach a final decision with seven. 

[I] "For a quorum may not be less than seven” [T. San. 2:1]. 

What we do not find is important. No verse of Scripture is adduced 
in behalf of the position of either party. What is important to the 
framer of the Tosefta’s comment is to explain the case of the Mish¬ 
nah, and not the source of the Mishnah’s law. 

An instance in which the Tosefta does exactly that is in the follow¬ 
ing. I cite a sizable extract, so that the interplay of the Mishnah and 
the Tosefta is clear, and the exact place of Scripture citations and 
proof-texts becomes apparent. In this extract, watch for the way in 
which Tosefta carries on its work of supplement. First, we see that 
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the Mishnah paragraph is cited quite systematically, in sequence, at 
T. 4;1J, then T. 4:2G-I, K. So there can be no doubt of the intent of 
the framer of the passage. Second, we want to see whether or not 
the Tosefta’s authorities thought it important, point by point, to cite 
a passage of the Scripture to sustain or prove the validity of the as¬ 
sertions of the Mishnah. Third, we have to ask ourselves for what 
purposes a verse of Scripture is cited. 

[J] [People may] not watch him while he is getting a haircut, [or while 
he is nude] or in the bathhouse [M. San. 2:SB], 

[K] since it is said, “And he who is high priest among his brothers” 
(Lev. 21:10)—that his brethren should treat him with grandeur. 

[L] But if he wanted to permit others to wash with him, the right is 
his. 

[M] R. Judah says, “[If] he wanted to disgrace himself, they do not 
pay attention to him. 

[N] "as it is said, “And you will keep him holy” (Lev. 21:8)—even 
against his will.” 

[O] They said to R. Judah, “To be sure [Scripture] says, “From the 
Temple he shall not go forth” (Lev. 21:12), [but this is referring] only 
to the time of the Temple service” [M. San. 2:1/1J]. 

[P] He goes out to provide a funeral meal for others, and others come 
to provide a funeral meal for him. 

[4:2. A] An Israelite king does not stand in line to receive comfort [in 
the time of bereavement ], 

[B] nor does he stand in line to give comfort to others. 

[C] And he does not go to provide a funeral meal for others. 

[D] But others come to him to give him a funeral meal [M. San. 2.3F], 

[E] as it is said, “And the people went to provide a funeral meal for 

David” (2 Sam. 3:35). 

[F] And if he transgressed a positive or a negative commandment or 
indeed any of the commandments, lo, he is treated like an ordinary 
person in every respect. 

[G] He does not perform the rite of removing the shoe, and others do 
not perform the rite of removing the shoe with his wife; 

[H] he does not enter into levirate marriage, nor [do his brothers] en¬ 
ter into levirate marriage with his wife [M. San. 2 2C-D]. 

[I] R. Judah says, “If he wanted to perform the rite of removing the 
shoe [M. San. 2:2E], he has the right to do so.” 

[J] They said to him, “You turn out to do damage to the glory owing 
to a king.” 

[K] And [others] do not marry his widow [M. San. 2:3G], as it is said. 
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“So they were shut up to the day of their death, living in widowhood” 

(2 Sam. 20:3). 

[L] And he has the right to choose wives for himself from any source 
he wants, whether daughters of priests, Levites, or Israelites. 

[M] And they do not ride on his horse, sit on his throne, handle his 
crown or sceptre [M. San. 2,5/ or any of his regalia. 

[N] [When] he dies, all of them are burned along with him, as it is 
said, “You shall die in peace and with the burnings of your fathers, 
the former kings” (Jer. 34:5) [T. San. 4:IJ-P, 4:2], 

The facts are clear. What is important is the absence of a systematic 
effort to prove from Scripture what the Mishnah has said, or, at least 
to relate to Scripture. We note that at M. 4:1], a passage of the 
Mishnah is cited, then given a proof-text, while an opinion not cited 
from the Mishnah, M-O, is treated in exactly the same way. This 
means that, in providing proof-texts, no distinction was made be¬ 
tween the points of origin of statements. Some appearing in the 
Mishnah were given proof-texts, some not; and so too is the pattern 
with some not appearing in the Mishnah. As to the Mishnah para¬ 
graph as a whole, it is cited again at T. 4:2G-H-I, continuous then 
with T. 4:1J, and then forward to T. 4:2K, Some clauses bear proof- 
texts, some do not. 

That brings us to the main point. In the Tosefta, verses of Scrip¬ 
ture serve a variety of purposes. But the Tosefta’s framers in no way 
make the effort point by point to validate a passage of the Mishnah 
th rough adducing proof-texts of Scripture in its behalf. So while to 
those philosophers of the law Scripture constituted a paramount 
source of facts, even served as the place of ultimate appeal, the issue 
of the Mishnah’s relationship to Scripture proved entirely second¬ 
ary. It was part of the larger issue of validating whatever seemed to 
someone to demand and sustain proof in Scripture. The Mishnah 
therefore formed a small part of the larger problem, It did not de¬ 
fine the problematic. To state matters in a more relevant way, the 
issue of the place of Scripture in the Mishnah in particular hardly 
proved paramount in anyone's mind. 

Let us proceed to the final phenomenon, Tosefta’s citation of 
Scripture in contexts quite independent of the exegesis of the Mish¬ 
nah. The fact that this occurs proves the validity of what has just 
been stated. The focus lay upon Scripture, not upon the Mishnah. 
Interest in the Scripture as a pool of proof-texts proved generalized 
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and unexceptional, not particular and polemical. The reason for my 
stressing that distinction will become clear in the next section. 

Here is an instance in which the Tosefta’s authors resort to Scrip¬ 
ture as a mere source of well-established facts. 

[A] Cities surrounded by a wall from the time of Joshua ben Nun read 
[the Scroll of Esther] on the fifteenth [M. Meg. 1:1C] . 

[B] R, Joshua b. Qorha says, “[If they were surrounded by a wall] 
from the time of Ahasueros [they read the Scroll of Esther on the fif¬ 
teenth of Adar].” 

[C] Said R. Yose b. Judah, “Where do we find evidence concerning 
Shushan, the capital, that it was surrounded by a wall from the time 
of Joshua b. Nun? 

[D] “But: *[. . . that these days should be remembered and kept 
throughout every generation,] in every family, province, and city’ 

(Est. 9:28)” [T. Meg. 1:1]. 

The characteristic traits of the Tosefta’s use of Scripture emerge in 
this brief passage. The formulation of C-D tells the entire story. We 
ask for a source of evidence, and we turn naturally to Scripture. No 
other proof is required—or even thought possible. We must not 
miss the remarkable fact that, to the mentality before us, “proof” 
and "proof-texts” are redundant words. 

The conclusions of this brief review require little amplification. 
The framers of the Tosefta turned to Scripture for diverse purposes. 
They proposed, first, to prove points important to themselves; sec¬ 
ond, to provide proof-texts for statements of the Mishnah; third, to 
find proofs for facts already in hand. We cannot then maintain that 
the principal interest of the Tosefta was systematically and routinely 
to prove that what the Mishnah’s framers stated must derive from 
Scripture and therefore requires such proof. We may observe only a 
sporadic and unsystematic effort in that regard. Where, by contrast, 
the Tosefta’s framers did read the Mishnah with order and consis¬ 
tency, it was simply to expand and explain what the Mishnah had to 
say. They introduced secondary refinements and considerations to 
the Mishnah’s basic law and otherwise focused upon the Mishnah as 
an autonomous and important body of law. Scripture then was perti¬ 
nent but incidental. Why that fact is striking becomes clear when 
we consider the opposite extreme, a fairly systematic effort to link 
Scripture to the Mishnah, such as Sifra provides. 
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SCRIPTURE AND THE MJSHNAH 
IN THE SIFRA 

The Sifra, a systematic exegesis of Leviticus, applies rigorous logic 
to the exegesis of Scripture. But its interest is not in Leviticus alone. 
The framers undertake to show again and again that principal asser¬ 
tions of the Mishnah are either to be linked with Scripture (a com¬ 
mon exercise) or derive not from logic but, in particular, from scrip¬ 
tural exegesis. Revelation, and not logic alone, is necessary for the 
discovery of the law. Sifra frequently asks about the scriptural foun¬ 
dations of laws, including laws it shares with the Mishnah, in the ef¬ 
fort to prove that Mishnaic and other laws are based not upon logic 
but upon revelation and that alone. That obvious and pointed po¬ 
lemic against the non-exegetical character of the Mishnah also is di¬ 
rected against the non-exegetical character of laws distinctive to 
Sifra. It would appear to be a critique of reason in the name of reve¬ 
lation. The Mishnah presents a target of opportunity, not the cause 
of inquiry. 

The Sifra derives from the period after the Mishnah. That fact is 
shown in the numerous verbatim citations of passages of the Mish¬ 
nah by the authors of the Sifra. The book is made up of two types of 
materials. The first is simple. A verse (or a few words of a verse) will 
be cited, followed by a few words stating the meaning of the cited 
passage. This type rarely contains the name of an authority. The sec¬ 
ond type is complex; in it the simple exercise just described is aug¬ 
mented in an important way. There will be a sequence of questions 
and answers raising and rejecting diverse legal theories. (This rheto¬ 
ric, based on the dialectic, or moving, argument, is entirely familiar 
in both Talmuds.) The construction is important in that it exhibits 
substantial development. This second type often will bear the names 
of authorities behind its opinions. The primary stratum of the Sifra 
consists of the former type. But many of the more complex para¬ 
graphs of the Sifra begin in this same simple type. Other un¬ 
developed items can have been served by the secondary expansion 
of questions, theses and counter-theses. 

The Sifra is predominantly exegetical. The paragraphs which are 
not exegetical normally appear also in the Mishnah or Tosefta and 
accord with the formal and syntactic traits of those documents, traits 
otherwise unknown in the Sifra. Where the Sifra does not draw 
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upon materials common to those collections, it is wholly exegetical 
in character. So the Sifra as a whole is a composite document, with 
an early stratum of simple exegeses and a later, larger stratum of di¬ 
alectical ones. The purpose of the bulk of these later entries, as we 
noted just now, is to apply rigorous logic to the exegesis of Scripture 
and to demonstrate that revelation, not logic alone, is necessary for 
the discovery of the law. In doing so, therefore, the authors of the 
Sifra used the inherited, simple form. They spun out their theses by 
presenting ideas in that uncomplicated form and then challenging 
their ideas in various ways. They used an equally simple disciplined 
form. 

When the framers of the Sifra drew, in addition, upon materials 
from completed paragraphs appearing in the Mishnah or the 
Tosefta, were they citing completed documents? Since these para¬ 
graphs exhibit the definitive editorial and stylistic traits of the Mish¬ 
nah or the Tosefta and not those otherwise paramount in the Sifra, I 
am inclined to conclude that materials occurring in both the Sifra 
and in the Mishnah or the Tosefta originally were formulated for use 
in the latter documents. Hence they emerged from the period after 
the Mishnah, possibly also the Tosefta, had reached closure. 

So the framers of the Sifra maintained that statements of the 
Mishnah should be closely tied to verses of Scripture. That position 
is worked out in a line-by-line reading of Leviticus, with frequent 
reference to pertinent passages of the Mishnah (in italics) or the 
Tosefta (again given in boldface type). The authors, second, took 
the more extreme position that only in Scripture, and not in reason 
uncorrected by Scripture, may we gain certainty about the true 
foundations of the law. The former position appears in the simple, 
the latter in the complex and dialectical, sorts of discussions of the 
Sifra. Let us begin with the simple procedure, linking a passage of 
the Mishnah or the Tosefta to a statement in Leviticus (other such 
instances occur in the appendix). We take up the simplest instance, 
in which the Sifra’s citation of the Mishnah on the surface is tacking 
in all polemic. 

[A] “[But if the scall, spreading, will spread] after he is purified" (Lev 
13 : 35 )— 

[Bj 1 know only that this is after the clearance. And how do I know 
that this applies even at the end of the first week and at the end of the 
second week? 
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[C] Scripture says, "It will spread, and if spreading, it will spread" 
(Lev. 13:35). 

[ D] One certified him unclean because of golden hair, and the golden 
hair went away, and returned, and so with spreading, in the first in¬ 
stance, at the end of the first week, at the end of the second week, af¬ 
ter the clearance, after he has certified him unclean—lo, he is as he 
was. 

[C] On this account it is said "It will spread, and if spreading, it will 
spread" (Lev. 13:35). 

[F] One certified him unclean through spreading, the spreading went 
away, and the spreading returned, and so with golden hair, at the 
end of the first week, at the end of the second week, and after the 
clearance, lo, he is as he was [M. Negaim 10:5]. 

[C] Scripture says, "It will spread, and if spreading it will spread" 
(Lev. 13:35). 

Sifra Negaim 9:10 

What we see is that, in the exegesis of Lev. 13:35, a passage of the 
Mishnah is entered verbatim, with no further comment. The focus 
of interest simply is in collecting materials pertinent to the exegesis 
of Leviticus. Whether or not one must cite a verse of Scripture to 
prove the point of M. Negaim 10:5 we do not know. 

In the next two instances, we have a clearer polemic. Following a 
sequence of simple statements about the reasons and possibilities for 
Scripture’s laws, we proceed to a simple statement cited from the 
Mishnah. The question then is the basis on which one proves that 
Mishnaic rule. The answer is a citation of .a verse of Leviticus. So 
the polemic is now implicit. 

[A] Another matter: 

[B] "In all the sight of the eyes of the priest” (Lev. 13:12) 

[C] This excludes a priest the light of whose eyes has dimmed. 

[D] On this basis have they said: 

[E] A priest the light of whose eyes has darkened and one who is blind 
in one of his eyes or the light of whose eyes has dimmed should not ex¬ 
amine the plagues [ = M. Negaim 2:3A]. 

Sifra Negaim 4:4 

[A] And the priest shall look, and behold, the leprosy has covered [all 
his body; he shall pronounce him clean]” (Lev. 13:13). 

[B] Why does Scripture say this? 
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[C] Because one might [argue]: 1 know only that breaking forth ren¬ 
ders him clean only from the [white shade of the] eruption alone. 

[D] How do we know that we should include all other colors? 

[E] Scripture says, “The leprosy” (Lev. 13:13)— 

[F] "All his flesh" (Lev. 13:13)— 

[G] to include the space between the fingers of the hands and the toes 
of the feet. 

[H] Another matter: 

[I] Why does Scripture say, “All his flesh” (Lev. 13:13)? 

[J] On what basis do you rnle: 

[K] [If] it broke forth throughout his body but not over about a half¬ 
lentil [of flesh] near the head or the beard or the boil and the burning 
and the blister — 

it returned to the midst of his head and beard but they became 

bald — 

the boil, the burning, and the blister and they formed a scab 
[ — M. Negaim 8:5]— 

[L] Might one say he is clean? 

[M] Scripture says, “All his flesh” (Lev. 13:13)—until it will break 
forth over his entire body. 

Sifra Negaim 4:5 

This brings us to the more complex case in which the Sifras au¬ 
thors cite Scripture specifically to prove one of two propositions. 
First, the Mishnah's proposition derives not from reason but only 
from Scripture. Second, reason unaided by the corrective of Scrip¬ 
ture leads to false conclusions. In the context of the Mishnah’s neg¬ 
lect of proof-texts, the two propositions are not much different from 
one another. Let us first take up an example of the Sifra framers' at¬ 
tack on logic unaided by Scripture. In the following passage, the 
Mishnah does not appear. In the exegesis of the cited verse, we ask 
why the proposition opposite the one attached to the verse of Scrip¬ 
ture is not logical. The result is to prove that logic alone is mis¬ 
leading. 

[A] “A reddish white plague” (Lev. 13:42: "diseased spot”)—this 
phrase teaches that it [the bald spot] is rendered unclean with a 
variegation. 

[B] “A leprosy” (Lev. 13:42)—this phrase teaches that it is rendered 
unclean with quick flesh. 

[C] And is [the opposite proposition] not logical? 
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(D] If the boil and the burning, which are unclean because of white 
hair, are not unclean because of quick flesh, a bald spot on the fore¬ 
head and a bald spot on the scalp, which are not made unclean with 
white hair, logically should not be made unclean with quick flesh. 

[Ej Scripture says, "Leprosy” (Lev. 13:42)— 

[F] teaching that it is made unclean with quick flesh. 

[G] "Breaking forth” (Lev. 13:42)—this phrase teaches that it is made 
unclean through spreading. 

[H] "It” [ Lev, 13:42: “It is leprosy breaking forth on his bald head or 
on his bald forehead"]—it is not made unclean through white hair. 

[I] Is [the opposite proposition] not logical: 

[J] If the boil and the burning, which are not made unclean because of 
quick flesh, are made unclean through white hair, a bald spot on 
the forehead and a bald spot on the scalp, which are made unclean 
through quick flesh, logically should be made unclean through white 
hair. 

[K] Scripture says, “It” (Lev. 13:42). 

[L] It is not made unclean through white hair. 

Sifra Negaim 11:1—2 


The point of C is that the opposite of the scriptural law would 
seem to be required by logic. Scripture therefore has to specify the 
rule. The same issue is raised at 1-J. Bald spots are unclean if they 
spread or if they contain the specified spots, just as Scripture says. 
There is no reference to white hair, but obviously the exegetes 
could have shown through Scripture that white hair would be a sign 
of unclean ness, if they themselves thought so. G—L depend upon 
the result of A-F, that is, we cannot analyze G-L’s problem without 
knowing that quick flesh is a token of uncleanness. 

In the final extract from Sifra, we confront an explicit attack on 
the use of logic, unaided by exegetical support, by the Mishnah in 
particular. A logical argument is overturned, and the Mishnaic au¬ 
thority, Simeon, is turned into a critic of the absence of biblical 
proof-texts from the Mishnah. 


[A] And when the priest will examine the plague [diseased place] of 
the scall” (Lev. 13:30). 

[B] Said R. Simeon, “Why does Scripture say, 'A plague, a scall’ (Lev. 
13:30)? 

[C] “Scripture intends to link the diseased spot to the scall, to teach 
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that just as in the plague the white hair renders unclean only when it 
has been turned white [after the appearance of, and by, the bright 
spot], so in the case of the scall the golden hair which is in it is not a 
sign of uncleanness unless it is turned golden after the appearance of 
the scall— 

[D] ‘“And in it is [already located] thin golden hair’ (Lev. 13:30). 

[E] It is an argument a fortiori: 

[F] "If white hair, from the power of which other hair does not afford 
protection, renders unclean only when it has been turned [white after 
the appearance of the bright spot], thin golden hair, from the power 
of which other hair [namely black] does afford protection, is it not 
logical that it should render unclean only when it has been turned 
[golden after the appearance of the scall [M. Neg aim 10:2]? 

[G] “No. If you have said so concerning white hair, the power of which 
is not sufficient to render unclean in any color [but only the specified 
four shades of white], will you say so concerning thin golden hair, the 
power of which is sufficient to render unclean in any shade [of gold]? 

[H] “Since its power is sufficient to render unclean in any shade, it 
should render unclean both when turned [gold before the appearance 
of the scall] and when not turned [gold before the appearance of the 
scall]. 

[I] "Scripture says, “A plague, a scall” (Lev. 13:30), thus linking a 
plague to a scall. Just as in the plague the white hair which is in a dis¬ 
eased spot renders unclean only when turned [white after the appear¬ 
ance of the diseased spot], so the golden hair in the seal! renders un¬ 
clean only when it has been turned [golden after the appearance of the 
scall].” 

Sifra Negaim 8:1-2 


The Sifra’s version of the issue debated by Judah and Simeon in M. 
Negaim 10:2 gives Simeon a scriptural foundation for his opinion 
that only if the scall is present before the golden hair grows up is the 
golden hair a token of uncleanness for the scall. The Sifra has a two¬ 
fold purpose. First, it provides Simeon with the stated proof on the 
basis of exegesis of Scripture. Second, it also makes him admit that 
the logical argument, stated at E-F and in M. 10:2D, is insufficient. 
Scripture also will prove his point. 

Simeon’s proof is at C. Scripture speaks of a plague, a scall. Yet 
what trait of a plague pertains to the scall? Even though there is no 
plague mark in the scall, but we have only the scall itself (that is, the 
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place from which hair has fallen out), it is still unclean. The refer¬ 
ence to plague, scall therefore means to link the one to the other. 
Just as, Simeon holds (M. Negaim 4;6), white hair in the plague spot 
must be turned white after, and by the disease of, the plague spot it¬ 
self, for it to serve as a token of unclean ness, so the golden hair must 
appear after, and be turned golden, by the scall. But G-I refute this 
logic. The Sifra gives the refutation to Simeon, so as to represent 
him as a critic of logic, as I said. Then I repeats C. 

The Sifra therefore proposes a systematic critique of the Mishnah. 
As we observed in the Tosefta, however, so too here the interest in 
Scripture is not limited to the search for proof-texts for the Mishnah. 
But, unlike the Tosefta, the Sifra approaches the Mishnah in a fairly 
systematic way. For the authors take up one paragraph after another 
of the Mishnah to indicate how Scripture alone validates what the 
Mishnah's rule maintains. So, in all, the Sifra undertakes to provide 
in an orderly and fairly complete way precisely what the Mishnah 
does not regard as called for at all. We note, finally, that while, in 
the Tosefta, we do not discover a context for the making and system¬ 
atic collection of exegeses of Scripture, in the Sifra, we do. That is 
the single most important outcome of this protracted study of how 
the Sifra approaches the exegesis of Scripture and why the framers 
of the document thought it important to form and collect such exe¬ 
geses. The argument of the exegeses constituted a polemic; compos¬ 
ing them into a document made an important, and unmistakable, 
statement on theology and canon alike. 


SCRIPTURE AND THE MISHNAH IN THE 
TALMUD OF THE LAND OF ISRAEL 

The Talmud of the Land of Israel takes up an intermediate posi¬ 
tion between the ones imputed just now to the Tosefta and the Sifra. 
Like the Sifra, the Talmud of the Land of Israel investigates the re¬ 
lationship between the laws of the Mishnah and various biblical 
verses. Implicitly, the Talmud takes the view that the Mishnah re¬ 
quires support of scriptural authority, therefore is secondary and 
subordinated to the (written) Torah of Moses. Further, when the 
Talmud asks about the source of a law stated by the Mishnah, it in¬ 
variably cites a verse of Scripture and no other source of certainty 
and truth. But the polemic of the Sifra against reason uncorrected 
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by scriptural revelation finds slight place in the Talmud. In this re¬ 
gard the Talmud stands closer to the Tosefta’s view that Scripture is 
a source of facts, thus serviceable for many purposes, including, 
among other things, validation of the Mishnah’s laws. The pointed 
character of the Sifra’s use of Scripture finds no counterpart in the 
Talmud. That is why I see the Talmud as holding an intermediate 
position between the two extremes before us. 

If, then, we ask how the Talmud defines the place of Scripture in 
the Mishnah, the answer is readily at hand. The Mishnah rarely 
cites verses of Scripture in support of its propositions. The Talmud 
routinely adduces scriptural bases for the Mishnah’s laws. The Mish¬ 
nah seldom undertakes the exegesis of verses of Scripture for any 
purpose. The Talmud consistently investigates the meaning of 
verses of Scripture and does so for a variety of purposes. Accord¬ 
ingly, the Talmud, subordinate as it is to the Mishnah, regards the 
Mishnah as subordinate to, and contingent upon. Scripture. That is 
why, in the Talmud’s view, the Mishnah requires the support of 
proof-texts of Scripture. 

By itself, in the view of the framers of the Talmud, the Mishnah 
exercises no autonomous authority and enjoys no independent 
standing or norm-setting status. The task of the framers of the Tal¬ 
mud is not only to explain Mishnah law but to prove from Scripture 
the facticity of rules of the Mishnah. Accordingly, so far as the Tal¬ 
mud has a theory about the Mishnah as such, as distiuct from a the¬ 
ory about the work to be done in the exposition and amplification 
and application to the Israelite court system of various laws in the 
Mishnah, it is quite clear. To state matters negatively, the Mishnah 
does not enjoy autonomous and uncontingent authority. That con¬ 
clusion is made ineluctable by the simple fact that one principal task 
facing sages, as I just said, is to adduce proof-texts for the Mishnah’s 
laws. It follows that, without such texts, those laws stand on infirm 
foundations. 

Let us now proceed to review the types of ways in which the Tal¬ 
mud presents proof-texts for allegations of passages of the Mishnah, 
a sizable repertoire. We begin with three of the simplest examples, 
in which a passage of the Mishnah is cited, then linked directly to a 
verse of Scripture, deemed to constitute self-evident proof for what 
has been said. The Mishnah’s rule is given in italics. 
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1. Y. Abodah Zarah 4:4. [III. A] [Citing M. A.Z. 4:4:) An idol belong¬ 
ing to a gentile is prohibited forthwith , in line with the following 
verse of Scripture: "You shall surely destroy (all places where the 
nations whom you shall dispossess served their gods]" (Deut. 
12:2)—forthwith. 

[B] And one belonging to an Israelite is prohibited only after it wiU 
have been worshiftped, in line with the following verse of Scripture: 
“Cursed be the man who makes a graven or molten image, an 
abomination to the Lord, a thing made by the hands of a craftsman, 
and set it up in secret" [Deut. 27:15)—when he will set it up. 

[C] There are those who reverse the matter: 

[D] An idol belonging to an Israelite is prohibited forthwith, as it is 
written, "Cursed be the man who makes a graven or molten 
image.” 

[E] And one belonging to a gentile is prohibited only after it will 
have been worshipped, as it is written, "You shall surely destroy all 
the places where the nations whom you shall dispossess served 
their gods." 

[F] R. Isaac bar N ah man in the name of Samuel derived that same 
view [that an idol belonging to a gentile is prohibited only after it 
will have been worshipped] from the following: If one has inherited 
[the idol] when it [already] is deemed a god, “in fire will you burn 
it,” and if not; "whom the nations whom you shall dispossess . . . 
their gods. [You shall tear down their altars and dash in pieces their 
pillars and burn their Asherim with Rre . . .]” (Deut. 12:2-3). 

2. Y. Abodah Zarah 4:4. [IV. A] [With reference to the following pas¬ 
sage of the Mishnah: A gentile has the power to nullify an idol be¬ 
longing either to himself or his fellow, but an Israelite has not got 
the power to nullify an idol belonging to a gentile (M . A.Z. 4:4 ), ] R. 
Yohanan in the name of R. Yannai derived that view from the fol¬ 
lowing verse of Scripture: "You shall not covet the silver or the gold 
that is on them or take it for yourselves” (Deut. 7:25). "You may not 
covet and take [that gold], but others may covet [the gold], and 
then you may take it." 

3. Y. Niddah 2:6. [A] Five [colors of] blood are unclean in a woman 
[M. Nid. 2 : 67 . 

[II. A] Whence do we derive evidence that there are five varieties 
of unclean blood specified by the Torah? [Not all vaginal discharges 
are regarded as unclean menstrual blood.] 

[B] Said R. Joshua b. Le vi: “'And she has uncovered the fountain of 
her bloods (Lev. 20:18) [= two]. And she will be clean from the 
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source of her bloods’ [= two], a discharge of blood from her body 
(Lev, 15:19) [= one, thus five].” 

[C] And lo: “And if a woman has a discharge of blood" (Lev. 
15:25)—this blood [too] should be part of that number. 

[III. A] And how do we kn ow that there is unclean blood, and there 
is clean [blood], [so not all blood is unclean, but only the five which 
are listed]? 

[B] R. Hama bar Joseph in the name of R. Hoshaiah: “It is written, 

‘If any case arises requiring a decision . . .’ (Deut. 17:8). Now ‘be¬ 
tween blood and (W) blood’ is not written, but 'of one kind of blood 
from (L) another.’ 

[C] "On this basis there is proof that there is blood that is unclean, 
and blood that is clean.” 

The preceding instances follow a single pattern. A statement of the 
Mishnah is given, followed by a verse of Scripture regarded as proof 
of the antecedent conception. The first instance, Y. A.Z. 4:4, is the 
obvious one, since all we have are sentences from the one docu¬ 
ment, the Mishnah, juxtaposed to sentences from the other, the 
Scripture. In the next, out of the same passage, Yohanan-Yannai first 
cite, then restate the meaning of, a verse. In the third, at Y. Niddah 
2:6, the words of a verse of Scripture are treated one by one, each 
yielding a number of types of blood. So the sense of the verse is less 
important than its formal character. 

Along the lines of the foregoing, but somewhat more complex, are 
examples in which the language of the Mishnah rule is not cited ver¬ 
batim, but its underlying proposition is stated, then provided with a 
proof-text. Here is an instance of this phenomenon. Again the pas¬ 
sage of the Mishnah is in italics, 

Yerushalmi Baba Mena 2:1 . [A] What lost items are [the finder s], and 
which ones is he liable to proclaim [in the lost-a nd-fou nd} ? 

[B] These lost items are his [the finder s]: 

[C] “[if] he found pieces of fruit scattered about, coins scattered 
about, small sheaves in the public domain, cakes of figs, baker’s 
loaves, strings of fish, pieces of meat, wool-shearings [as they come} 
from the country [of origin], stalks of flax, or tongues of purple — lo, 
these are his,” [the words of fl. Meir], 

[I.A] [Since the operative criterion in M. B.M. 2:1 is that, with 
undistinguished items such as these, the owner takes for granted he 
will not recover them and so despairs of them, thus giving up his 
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rights of ownership to them, we now ask:] Whence do we know from 
the Torah the law of the owner’s despair [of recovering his property 
constitutes relinquishing rights of ownership and declaring the prop¬ 
erty to be ownerless, hence available to whoever finds it]? 

[B] R. Yohanan in the name of R. Simeon b. Yehosedeq: “‘And so you 
shall do with his ass; so you shall do with his garment; so you shall do 
with any lost thing of your brother’s, which he loses and you find; you 
may not withhold your help’ (Deut, 22:3)— 

[C] "That which is [perceived as] lost by him and found by you, you 
are liable to proclaim [as having been found], and that which is not 
[perceived as] lost by him [because he has given up hope of recovering 
it anyhow] and found by you, you are not liable to proclaim. 

[D] "This then excludes that for which the owner has despaired, which 
is lost to him and to any one.” 

What is striking in the preceding instance is the presence of a sec¬ 
ondary layer of reasoning about the allegations of a verse of Scrip¬ 
ture. The process of reasoning then derives from the verse a princi¬ 
ple not made explicit therein, and that principle turns out to be 
precisely what the Mishnah's rule maintains. Accordingly, the Mish- 
nah’s law is shown to be merely a reversal of the Scripture’s, that is, 
the obverse side of the coin. Or Scripture’s rule is shown to deal 
only with the case pertinent to the Mishnah’s law, rather than to 
what, on the surface, that biblical law seems to contain. 

We proceed to an instance in which a disputed point of the Mish- 
nah is linked to a dispute on the interpretation of Scripture. What is 
important is that the dispute in the Mishnah is made to depend 
upon, not principles of law, but readings of the pertinent verse of 
Scripture. Once again the net effect is to turn the Mishnah into a set 
of generalizations of what already is explicit in Scripture, a kind 
of restating in other language of what is quite familiar—therefore 
well-founded. 

Y. Makkot 2:2 . [A] [If] the iron flew from the heft and killed someone, 

[B] Rabbi says, "He does not go into exile.” 

[C] And sages say, “He goes into exile." 

[Dl [If] it flew from the wood which is being split, 

[E] Rabbi says, “He goes into exile” 

[F] And sages say, “He does not go into exile.” 

[l.A] What is the Scriptural basis for the position of Rabbi [at M. 

2:2D-E]? 
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[B] Here it is stated, "... [and the head] slips [from the handle and 
strikes his neighbor so that he dies . . ,]*’ {Deut. 19:5). 

[C] And later on, the same verb-root is used: "[. . . for your olives] 
shall drop off. , .” (Deut. 28:40). 

[D] Just as the verb-root used later means, "dropping off" so here it 
means, “dropping off." 

[E] What is the Scriptural basis for the position of the rabbis [at M. 
2:2F]? 

[F] Here the verb-root "slipping" is used. 

[G] And later on we have the following: “. . . and clears away many na¬ 
tions before you ...” (Deut. 7:1). 

[H] Just as the verb-root, clearing away, refers to an [active] blow 
there, so here too it speaks of an [active] blow [by an object which 
strikes something, e.g., the ax, not chips of wood]. 

We see that both parties to the Mishnah’s dispute read the same 
verse. The difference then depends upon their prior disagreement 
about the meaning of the verse. The underlying supposition is that 
the Mishnah simply restates in general language the results of the 
exegesis of biblical law. 

We consider, finally, an instance in which the discussion of the 
Talmud consists wholly in the analysis of the verses of Scripture 
deemed to prove the point of the Mishnah. The upshot is that we 
deal not with a mere formality but a protracted, sustained inquiry. 
That is to say, the discussion of the Talmud transcends the limits of 
the Mishnah and becomes a well-developed discourse upon not the 
Mishnah’s rule but Scripture's sense. What is important is the fact 
that the search for proof-texts in Scripture sustains not only proposi¬ 
tions of the Mishnah, but also those of the Tosefta as well as those of 
the Talmud’s own sages. This again indicates that the search of 
Scriptures is primary, the source of propositions or texts to be sup¬ 
ported by those Scriptures secondary. There is no limit, indeed, to 
the purposes for which scriptural texts will be found relevant. 

Y. Sanhedrin 3:8. [II.A] How do they carry out a judgment? 

[B] The judges seat themselves, and the litigants remain standing be¬ 
fore them. 

[C] Whoever brings claim against his fellow is the one who opens the 
proceedings [T. San. 6:3], 

[D] as it says, . . Whoever has a complaint, let him go to them 
[Aaron and Hur, as judges]" (Ex. 24:14). 
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[Ej And how do we know that the one who lays claim against his fellow 
hears the hurden of proof? 

(F] R. Qerispa in the name of R. Hananiah b. Gamaliel: . . let him 

go to them. . . [meaning,] Let him bring his evidence to them.” 

[G] R. Yohanan raised the question, "In the case of a childless sister- 
in-law, who brings claim against whom?” 

[II] R. Eleazar replied, “And is it not written, \ . . then the brother's 
wife shall go up to the gate to the elders* (Deut. 25:7)?” 

[I] R. Yohanan said, "Well did R. Eleazar teach me.” 

At Y. San. 3:8, we see, the search for proof-texts is provoked equally 
by citation of a passage of the Tosefta and by an opinion of a rabbi. 
D, E-F, give an instance of the former, and G-I, the latter. There 
is no differentiation between the two processes. The main point is 
that, in the mind of the framers of the Talmud, Scripture is the main 
thing, its authority paramount. They in no way differentiated among 
the diverse sources of propositions requiring scriptural support. 
Whether a statement occurred in the Mishnah, the Tosefta, or in 
the name of an authority of their own day made no difference. All 
stood on the same plane, subordinated to Scripture. But that fact, as 
I shall emphasize in the final chapter, is critical. The living sage of 
the fourth century presented in his own name, not only in the name 
of authorities of ancient times represented in the Mishnah and the 
Tosefta, a judgment to he validated by Scripture and therefore to be 
related to God’s will and word and to be given a location within the 
canon of the Torah. The authority of Scripture leveled all differ¬ 
ences. Appropriate appeal to Scripture made possible the accommo¬ 
dation of even the last and the latest in the succession of Sinai. Rev¬ 
elation at Sinai extended even to the here and now. 

In the end we see that the issue of the status and authority of the 
Mishnah, as part of the Torah, turns out to be secondary. It is deriv¬ 
ative of the overriding issue of the status and authority of Scripture 
itself—that, and who has the right to explain and interpret Scrip¬ 
ture. The appeal is ever to the authority of Scripture, in theological 
terms meaning to God's will and word to Moses. In linking to the 
Pentateuchal law the document entrusted to them for interpretation 
and application, the sages who interpreted the Mishnah and applied 
its law more really tied themselves to Moses, their rulings to God's 
law, their authority to Heaven, So, if we list the issues in ascending 
order of priority, they end up the opposite of what they seem: (3) 
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the standing of the Mishnah in relationship to (2) the Scripture as in¬ 
terpreted by (1) the sages who received and claimed to declare the 
meaning of both documents. This observation will take on more 
weight when we observe, as we shall in the next two chapters, that 
the modes of thought that generated discourse on the Mishnah in 
the Talmud fall into the same taxonomical categories as encompass 
discussions on the meaning of verses of Scripture in the compilations 
of scriptural exegeses called midrashim. 

REPRISE 

Sufficient numbers of extracts of rabbinic texts have now passed 
the reader’s eyes that it is easy to forget why, to begin with, 
I thought we had to examine them. Furthermore, we have made 
ourselves acquainted with so considerable a collection of rabbinic 
compilations—Tosefta, Sifra, Talmud—that the thread of argument 
may well have fallen from view. At the end, therefore, let us review 
why we have done the exercises of this chapter and what we have 
now to accomplish, in order to attain the point of the labor. I here 
propose a context, so as to account for the work of compiling exege¬ 
ses of Scripture undertaken in the fifth and sixth centuries. I further 
ask about the broader implications of that editorial work for Juda¬ 
ism’s theory (or theology) of the canon, of the authority of Scripture, 
and of the character and nature of revelation, Since yet another 
chapter of defining and illustrating the context for the making of exe- 
getical collections lies ahead, a rapid reprise of the fundamental ar¬ 
gument will prove timely. 

Let me begin by restating the thesis of the book as a whole. The 
original work of collecting and arranging the compilations of exege¬ 
ses of Scripture followed the patterns set in collecting and arranging 
exegeses of the Mishnah. Just as the Talmud, which is Mishnah exe¬ 
gesis, treats the Mishnah, so the earliest collections of scriptural ex¬ 
egesis treat Scripture. To unpack the components of that thesis, I 
have had to begin the tale in 200 C.E., several hundred years before 
the formation of the earliest exegetical compilations, in the fifth and 
sixth centuries. We started our venture with the issue of the Mish¬ 
nah itself. I presented an account of why and how the Mishnah’s ad¬ 
vent precipitated an acute crisis in politics and theology. 



SCRIPTURE AND THE MISHNAH 


The character of the Mishnah itself and the context of its recep¬ 
tion defined the crisis and made it acute. The book was the first in 
Judaism to ignore the character of antecedent holy literature, specif¬ 
ically the marks of consecration used by all former writers to gain for 
their writing the status of holiness. Had the Mishnah remained an 
idle fantasy, a mere philosophical vision of utopia, it would have 
presented no critical theological problem. It also would never have 
come down to us—at least not under the auspices of what became 
normative Judaism. But the Mishnah rapidly found the chief place 
in the Jewish government of the Land of Israel as the constitution 
and bylaws of the Jewish nation in its land. Accordingly, the heirs 
of the Mishnah demanded for themselves a theory of its origin, 
standing, claim to authority, and grounds for compelling obedience, 
whether in sanctions or in a myth of supernatural origin in 
revelation. 

In the nature of Israelite national life from the beginnings to 
the time at hand (and long afterward), the established mode of 
theorizing about such matters in regard to equivalent writings re¬ 
quired a myth of supernatural origin. The Mishnah therefore gradu¬ 
ally made its way into the framework of revealed law. It found for it¬ 
self ample place within the category of torah, that is, revelation, 
and, ultimately, within the Torah itself, that is, the canon of Juda¬ 
ism. The route took the exegetes of the Mishnah squarely into the 
heart of the matter, the already-available written Torah of Moses. 
Now, as we observed at some length, the path from the Mishnah to 
the Torah hardly runs straight and true. For the Mishnah frames its 
ideas in modes different from those of the written Torah s law codes. 
And many of its ideas and points of emphasis indeed proved alien to 
those of Scripture. Always in style and often in substance, the Mish¬ 
nah appears to be anything but an appendage to the Mosaic law 
codes. 

How to pave the road from the Mishnah to Scripture? The answer 
lay in one age-old and commonplace mode of dealing with precisely 
the same problem. A conventional way of reading Scripture com¬ 
monly called midrash and here called simply exegesis, had long 
proved acceptable. Why change now? As we know full well, Israelite 
thinkers—whether lawyers and philosophers, like the heirs of the 
Mishnah in the Talmuds, or visionaries and prophets, like the Es- 
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senes at Qumran, or messianists and evangelists, like the members 
of the school of Matthew—routinely read one thing in relationship 
to something else, old Scripture in the setting of fresh concerns and 
sure knowledge of new truth. So there is nothing remarkable in 
what the heirs of the Mishnah did. To seek, through biblical exege¬ 
sis, to link the Mishnab to Scripture, detail by detail, represented a 
well-trodden and firmly-packed path. 

What captures our attention is not the techniques of exegesis but, 
in particular, the place and purpose assigned to the larger labor of 
exegesis. Why was it important to accomplish exegesis of Scripture 
in the light of the Mishnah, and of the Mishnah in the light of Scrip¬ 
ture? And how important? In the chapter now completed, we have 
repeatedly asked about the place assigned to Scripture in the exege¬ 
sis of the Mishnah by one document after another. Precisely what 
significance was attached to that exercise of reading the one docu¬ 
ment in the light of the other defined our work. The result, now 
fully spelled out, hardly requires much repetition. Work on Scrip¬ 
ture, merely routinely encompassing the scriptural basis for the 
Mishnah’s statements, represents one extreme. The Mishnah, by it¬ 
self, required no systematic linkage to Scripture. Or work on Scrip¬ 
ture repeatedly demanded attention to laws in the Mishnah, with 
the polemical implication that the latter without the former stood 
naked. This stands at the opposite extreme. Work on Scripture, in 
the assumption that, wherever possible, support for the Mishnah, to 
be sure, should derive from Scripture, represented the third and 
mediating position. It is not a polemic but an assertion of 
veneration. 

So to the Tosefta, Sifra, and Talmud of the Land of Israel alike, 
the paramount issue was Scripture, not merely its authority, but es¬ 
pecially, its sheer mass of information. The decisive importance of 
the advent of the Mishnah in precipitating the vast exegetical enter¬ 
prise represented by the books at hand emerges from a simple fact, 
The three documents before us all focus attention on the Mishnah in 
particular. Two of them, the Tosefta and the Talmud of the Land of 
Israel (not to mention the other, larger Talmud, made in Babylonia) 
organize everything at hand around the redactional structure sup¬ 
plied by the Mishnah itself. The third’s—Sifra’s—obsession with the 
Mishnah is still more blatant. 
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For it is all the more striking what the redactional choice of the 
Sifra’s framers called to the fore: the selection of a book of Scripture, 
rather than of the Mishnah, as the focus for exegesis. That choice 
conforms entirely to the polemic of the writers and compilers of the 
Sifra: Scripture is important, the Mishnah subordinate. How better 
say so than organize things not around the Mishnah, but around a 
book of the law of Moses itself? So the Mishnah now is cited in a 
work about Scripture. Let me unpack this point, Down to the 
editing of the Sifra, Scripture had been cited in works on the Mish¬ 
nah. Since the Sifra draws upon materials of the Mishnah and the 
Tosefta, we have every reason to suppose the redactors of the Sifra 
knew full well the ways taken by others. They rejected those ways, 
reversing the redactional convention based on the Mishnah s struc¬ 
ture and choosing what was, in context, a fresh and different route. 
To be sure, that way, in the setting of antecedent Judaism, had been 
entirely familiar. Earlier writers had laid out their exegesis of Scrip¬ 
ture side by side with a text of Scripture. So doing things the way 
the Sifra’s composers did the work was nothing new. Earlier writers 
also had expressed their own ideas through their arrangement of 
verses of Scripture. 

But the Mishnah is the first document of its kind of Judaism. Af¬ 
terwards, the Tosefta and the Talmud came along—probably at 
roughly the same time. Their materials derived both from the pe¬ 
riod in which the Mishnah was taking shape and also from the pe¬ 
riod after which the Mishnah had reached closure. And, it would 
seem, the Sifra comes later on, surely after both the Mishnah and 
the Tosefta. Its assertions are more extreme, its redactional defini¬ 
tion more radical. We noticed a correspondence, therefore, between 
the kind of material that is collected and the way that material is ar¬ 
ranged. It follows that the polemical purposes of the document are 
expressed not only in what is said, but in how what is said is col¬ 
lected and arranged. That fact will strike us, in chapter 4, as still 
more critical to the larger task of interpreting the context in which 
midrash collections come into being. 

In making these observations about the Sifra, I have moved far 
ahead of my argument. Since I wish to place into the context estab¬ 
lished by the formation of the Talmud of the Land of Israel the labor 
of collecting and arranging the earliest compilations of scriptural 
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exegesis—the compositions of the fifth and sixth centuries—I have 
now to stand back. My thesis, as is clear, now may be expressed as a 
simple formula: 


Talmud Exegetical Collection 
Mishnah Scripture 

To put the matter in words. Genesis Rabbah on Genesis is to be 
compared to a Talmud tractate devoted to a particular tractate of the 
Mishnah. Accordingly, we have now to examine in detail the first 
half of the equation. Only then shall we be able to resume our in¬ 
quiry into the character of the earliest compilations of exegesis of 
Scripture and their redactional and formal choices in shaping and 
laying out their materials on Scripture. 
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COMPONENTS OF THE TALMUD 

The Talmud of the Land of Israel was not written by a single per¬ 
son. Nor is it made up of sustained chapters, compositions running 
on along a simple path and pursuing a cogent issue or thesis. Still 
more important, the Talmud does not take up as a whole either the 
Mishnah, a tractate of the Mishnah, or even a chapter of a tractate of 
the Mishnah. The Talmud is made up only of brief discussions, 
which I call units of discourse, whole and complete in themselves, 
focused upon fairly brief snippets—at most a paragraph, but more 
commonly a sentence or even a phrase—of a chapter of a tractate of 
the Mishnah. The first point of comparison between the Talmud's 
treatment of a passage of the Mishnah and an exegetical compila¬ 
tion's approach to a passage of Scripture, therefore, is that both at¬ 
tend to bits and pieces, rarely transcending the narrow bounds of 
a sentence or two. The affect upon the documents—the Mishnah, 
Scripture—is to reduce them to their smallest intelligible compo¬ 
nents and deconstruct their systems into their (random) constitu¬ 
ents. Then the exegetes can say pretty much whatever they like. 

To compare the Talmud’s treatment of the Mishnah to an exeget- 
ical composition's treatment of Scripture, the point that is subject to 
comparison has to undergo exceptionally precise definition. For the 
reason just now given—the shared approach of the framers of dis¬ 
course in both the Talmud and the exegetical collections to atoms, 
but rarely to molecules—to begin with, we undertake the compari¬ 
son of the components (units of discourse) of the two wholes. The 
suggestive facts come at the level of how these units of discourse re¬ 
late to the respective documents served by them, the Mishnah and 
Scripture respectively. I shall establish one simple fact. The editors 
of the earliest compositions of exegeses of Scripture write books of 
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exegesis of Scripture in much the same way that the authors of the 
Talmud of the Land of Israel put together exegesis of the Mishnah. 
They build out of the same types of units of discourse. That observa¬ 
tion marks a significant step forward in discovering the historical 
context—the life situation—in which the earliest collections of 
scriptural exegesis came into being. In chapter 5 we explore its 
implications. 

To begin with, therefore, we have to pursue the simple question 
of how the framers of the Talmud chose to talk about the Mishnah. 
By this, I mean, what sorts of discussion did they enter into? What 
types of units of discourse make up the Talmud of the Land of Is¬ 
rael? Once these have been defined and their mode of analyzing 
passages of the Mishnah (paragraphs, sentences, words) exposed, 
then we shall turn directly to the kinds of materials of which the ear¬ 
liest collection of biblical exegeses is made up. At that point we shall 
be able to compare the traits of the units of discourse we find in the 
Talmud of the Land of Israel with the characteristics of the units of 
discourse we find in the exegetical compilations brought to closure 
in the period following the conclusion of the Talmud. 


TALMUDIC EXEGE5I5 OF THE MISHNAH 

A taxonomy of the diverse units of discourse of the Talmud of the 
Land of Israel finds its organizing categories in the relationships of 
these units to the Mishnah itself. For the Mishnah defines the con¬ 
stant among the variables of types of units of Talmudic discourse 
about the Mishnah. The first and single most important category is 
the type of unit of discourse devoted to the close reading and exege¬ 
sis of sentences, ph rases, and even words of a passage of the Mish¬ 
nah. These exegetical units of discourse themselves are somewhat 
varied, but for the present purpose a single taxon suffices. 

Before proceeding, let me give one example of what I mean by a 
simple exegesis of a passage of the Mishnah. In the next sections we 
shall consider examples of other sorts of Talmudic units of discourse 
constructed in relationship to passages of the Mishnah. Here is a 
passage of the Mishnah, given in italics, followed by a nnit of dis¬ 
course I call the exegetical type. In the later sections we shall refer 
to this same passage of the Mishnah, so here we consider it 
completely. 
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M. Nlddah 1:1 

[A] Shammai says , “[For} all women it is sufficient [to reckon men¬ 
strual uncleanness from] their time [of discovering a flow] 

[B] Hillel says, “[They are deemed unclean retroactively} from [the 
time of] an examination [at which the flow of menstrual blood was 
discovered] to the [last] examination [made beforehand, at which no 
flow of menstrual blood was discovered], 

[C] “even for many days “ 

[D] And sages rule not in accord with the opinion of this one nor in 
accord with the opinion of that one but: 

[E] [the wotnan is held to have been unclean only] during [the pre¬ 
ceding] twenty-four hours [when] this lessens the period [of un- 
cleanness demarcated by the span] from examination to examination. 

[F] [And she is held to have been unclean only] during the period 
from [one] examination to [the preceding] examination [when] this 
lessens the period of twenty-four hours [of retroactive uncleanness]. 

[G] Any woman who has a fixed period—sufficient for her is her fixed 
period [in which case there is no retroactive uncleanness at all}. 

[H] And she who makes use of test-rags — lo, this [form of examina¬ 
tion] is equivalent to an examination [and so marks the point before 
which the woman is assumed to have been clean], 

[I] which lessens either the period of twenty-four hours [of retroactive 
contamination] or the period from examination to examination. 

Meaning of Phrases 

Y. Nid. 1:1. [I. A] What is the meaning of the phrase, "It is sufficient 
[to reckon menstrual uncleanness from] their time [of discovering a 
flow]"? 

[B] [Such women] do not retroactively impart uncleanness to food 
subject to the laws of cleanness. 

Amplification of Phrases 

Y. Nid. LI. [II.A] And sages rule not in accord with the opinion of 
this one nor in accord with the opinion of that one. 

[B] Not in accord with the opinion of Shammai, who placed no limit to 
his view of the matter [in entirely dismissing the possibility of retro¬ 
active uncleanness]. 

[C] Nor in accord with the opinion of Hillel, who took an extreme 
position. 

Of the same type is the exegesis of a passage through its scriptural 
roots, but I see no need at this point to give yet another example of 
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how the Talmud’s unit of discourse will provide a scriptural proof- 
text for a statement in the Mishnah. The unit of discourse at hand is 
a brief account of the meaning of a phrase. How it does the work is 
self-evident. 

Let us now ask, in general, what are the sorts of things a Talmudic 
rabbi would wish to accomplish in taking up a passage of the 
Mishnah? 

First, the Talmud of the Land of Israel will aim at establishing the 
correct text of various passages of the Mishnah. This text criticism 
nearly always is in the context of deciding the law. It is not a random 
search for a “perfect” text. It rather represents a deliberate and prin¬ 
cipled inquiry into the law as revealed by the phrasing of a passage. 
That is why, in the bulk of such passages, the legal consequences 
of one reading as opposed to those of the other are carefully articu¬ 
lated, sometimes even tied to a range of other points subject to 
conflict, 

Before proceeding, let me clarify something that the careful 
reader will have noticed. In chapter 1 I laid great stress on the fact 
that the Mishnah was “published” by being composed to facilitate 
memorization, so that it was an oral, not a written, statement. What 
this means is that the Mishnah was issued by having professional 
memorizers learn the authorized version. No single, original, writ¬ 
ten version, then, was deposited in an archive, against which other 
versions might be checked. Saul Lieberman, in “The Publication of 
the Mishnah,” (Hellenism in Jewish Palestine [New York: Jewish 
Theological Seminary of America, 1950], 83-99) has spelled out the 
basis for this view. 

Now, you have observed, I speak of a “correct text, ” just as, later 
on, you will hear about “text criticism,” “commentary,” and other 
processes and categories pertinent to a written, but not to an oral, 
document. By “text criticism” I mean, more precisely, “establishing 
the correct version of a formula subject to memorization and trans¬ 
mission.” By "commentary" I mean the addition to a lemma of ex¬ 
planatory matter of some sort, perhaps notes or a kind of obiter dicta 
attached to the official formula of a saying. At this time we have no 
established theory about how the two Talmuds took shape, the way 
in which ideas made the movement to a medium of preservation and 
transmission, how, in all, people formulated and handed on the offi- 
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cial writings of the rabbinical estate. That the Mishnah's statements 
were formulated and transmitted orally seems to me the sole dem¬ 
onstrated fact. Accordingly, the reader will have to muster a mea¬ 
sure of patience as the metaphor of literature shifts back and forth 
across the frontier between orality and writing. 

Let us now return to the problem at hand. The connection, in 
context, to this digression seems to me clear. We have to deal with 
the governing trait of the exegesis of the Mishnah by the Talmud: 
the decision to explain only one small thing at a time, the incapacity 
to grasp the totality of an issue or an argument all at once. The Tal¬ 
mud's capacity to deal with words, phrases, or sentences, but rarely 
with paragraphs and never with whole chapters, let alone tractates, 
of the Mishnah, may well derive from the character of the material 
at hand. If you face a memorized sentence, you can readily parse it 
and analyze its traits. But how do you hold within your mind and 
systematically deal as a whole with fifty, two hundred, or a thousand 
memorized sentences? The limits of the exegetical task, to begin 
with, may well receive definition from the formal traits of the docu¬ 
ment subject to exegesis. 

Second, one principal interest among the framers of the Talmud’s 
materials was simply to understand, essentially within its own terms 
and implicit meanings, the Mishnah's discrete passage at hand. 
What that means is that when people read a passage of the Mishnah, 
they wanted to know mainly what it meant in its own terms and set¬ 
ting. They had only limited interest in how one passage related to 
some other. 

Third, as I indicated above, the Talmud’s exegetical procedures 
commonly include attention to locating a scriptural proof-text for 
what the Mishnah’s law requires. That fact brings us no surprises. 
But it is important to restate it in the present context. The Mishnah, 
as is well known, rarely finds it necessary to cite a scriptural proof- 
text for its propositions. Just as the Mishnah ignores the scriptural 
ways of stating propositions in general, and laws in particular, fa¬ 
voring instead its own highly distinctive and disciplined syntax and 
morphology and word choices, so the Mishnah rephrases whatever it 
borrows from Scripture into its own terms. Accordingly, only rarely 
does the Mishnah invoke in behalf of its own ideas the authority of 
Scripture, and that is more commonly in discussions of theological 
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than of narrowly legal matters. The Talmud, by contrast, finds it ap¬ 
propriate whenever possible to cite scriptural proof-texts for the 
propositions of the Mishnah. 

What is still more striking is that this inquiry appears to be sys¬ 
tematic and not random. We find long sequences of pericopes in 
which proof-texts are adduced one after another. It is tempting to 
suggest that, whenever people could, they would supply scriptural 
citations for the Mishnah. But that cannot be demonstrated. The 
best we can say is that the Talmud’s approach to a given passage of 
the Mishnah (shown in my Talmud of the Land of Israel [Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1983] 35, introduction), two out of 
three times is to provide some sort of gloss or exegesis, and in half of 
these instances, one out of three times, a proof-text as well. 

The principal taxa for units of discourse devoted to the close read¬ 
ing and exegesis of a passage of the Mishnah are these: 

1. Citation and g loss of the language of the Mishnah (meaning of 
a phrase or concrete illustration of a rule): A unit of discourse of this 
type will contain a direct citation of a sentence of the Mishnah. The 
word choices or phrasing of the Mishnah will be paraphrased or oth¬ 
erwise explained through what is essentially a gloss. Or the rule of 
the Mishnah will be explained through an example or a restatement 
of some kind. (It should be noted that a great many passages of the 
Tosefta constitute citations and glosses, or paraphrases, of the Mish¬ 
nah passage they cite.) 

2. Specification of the meaning of the law of the Mishnah or the 
reason for it: Items in this taxon stand very close to those in the 
former. What differentiates the one from the other is the absence, in 
the present set of units of discourse, of direct citation of the Mish¬ 
nah or close and explicit reading of its language. The discussion then 
tends to allude to the Mishnah or to generalize, while remaining 
wholly v/ithin its framework. Units of discourse in which scriptural 
proof-texts are adduced in evidence of a passage fall into this cate¬ 
gory. These frequently spill over into discussion of the reason for a 
rule. 

3. Secondary implication or application of the law of the Mish¬ 
nah: Units of discourse may generalize beyond the specific rule of 
the Mishnah. The discussion will commonly restate the principle of 
the rule at hand or raise a question invited by it. Hence if the Mish¬ 
nah’s law settles one question, participants in this type of discourse 
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will use that as the foundation for raising a second and consequent 
question. Two or more rules of the Mishnah (or of the Mishnah and 
Tosefta) may be contrasted with one another and then harmonized. 
Alternatively, two or more rulings of a specific authority will be al¬ 
leged to conflict, then shown not to stand at variance with one 

another. 

4. The matter of authorities and their views. Decided law: This 
taxon contains that handful of items in which concrete decisions are 
attached to specific laws of the Mishnah, or in which the harmoniza¬ 
tion or identification of the opinions of the Mishnah‘s authorities 
form the center of interest, What makes these items worth noting is 
that the statements stand in close relationship to the Mishnah’s rule 
itself. Hence they do not necessarily tell us how things were laid out 
in the rough-and-tumble of the rabbinic courts of the third and 
fourth centuries. They reveal rather the state of legal theory spun 
out of the Mishnah’s conflicts themselves. Not uncommonly, this 
type of unit of discourse trails off into an exercise in harmonization. 

The upshot is that there was a severely circumscribed repertoire 
of intellectual initiatives available to the authorities of the Talmud of 
the Land of Israel. Approaching a given rule of the Mishnah, a sage 
would do one of two things: (1) explain the meaning of the passage, 
or (2) extend and expand the meaning of the passage. Within these 
two categories, we may find a place for all units of discourse in 
which the focus of the Talmud's discussion is a passage of the Mish- 
nah, ninety percent of the entire Talmud of the Land of Israel’s 
units of discourse. Of the two sorts, the work of straightforward ex¬ 
planation of the plain meaning of a law of the Mishnah by far pre¬ 
dominates. If we may state the outcome very simply: what the fram¬ 
ers of the Talmud want to say is what they think the Mishnah means 
in any given passage. 


TALMUDIC AMPLIFICATION OF 
THE MISHNAH 

Let us first consider how units of discourse of the Talmud amplify 
the meaning of a passage of the Mishnah. For this purpose, I pre¬ 
sent two instances of expansion or amplification: first, clarification of 
a passage in the Mishnah through reference to the expansion of that 
passage in the Tosefta; second, provision of cases meant to illustrate 
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the law of the Mishnah. The two passages are associated with Mish- 
nah Niddah 1:1, presented above. 

Clarification of the Law of 
the Mishnah Through Citation of 
a Passage of the Tosefta 

Y. Nid. 1:1. [VII.A] (If) a woman examined herself and found blood 
the status of which is subject to doubt, it is self-evident that this [ex¬ 
amination] does not function as does an examination to impose a limit 
on the retroactive uncleanness during the antecedent twenty-four 
hours. 

[£] But as to the status of the blood itself, what is the rule as to its im¬ 
parting unclean ness as matter of doubt? 

[C] We may infer the rule from the following teaching: 

[D] One whose sex is unknown and an androgyne who produced a 
drop of blood—sufficient for them [to impart uncleanness to objects 
they have touched] is their time [of actually having discovered the 
blood; we do not impose uncleanness, by reason of doubt as to their 
status as women, on objects they have touched from the last examina¬ 
tion, or for the preceding twenty-four hours] [T. Nid, 1:3A]. 

[E] Now what do you wish to infer from this passage? 

[F] Said R. Yose, “One whose sex is unknown and an androgyne are 
cases of doubt [as to whether they are women or men], and the matter 
of imputing retroactive contamination during the antecedent twenty- 
four hours is a case of [doing so by reason of] doubt. Now [we do not 
impute uncleanness by adding] one matter of doubt to yet another 
matter of doubt. 

[G] “Here too producing a drop of blood is a case of doubt [as to the 
status of the blood], and imputing uncleanness for the antecedent 
twenty-four hours is by reason of doubt. Now [we do not impute 
uncleanness by adding] one matter of doubt to yet another matter of 
doubt.” 


Coses to Illustrate the Law 
of the Mishnah 

Y. Nid. 1:1 . [XIII. A] And she who makes use of test-rags — to, this [for 
examination] is equivalent to an examination [and so marks the point 
before which the woman is assumed to have been clean]. 

[B] What would be a concrete case? 

[C] [If] a woman examined herself at dawn [finding no blood], and 
had sexual relations toward noon, making use of a test-rag, and then 
produced blood at dusk—unclean [are only those objects which she 
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touched] retroactively to the time of her having had sexual relations 
[but not earlier]. 

[D] Levi said, "Concerning the test-rag used after having sexual rela¬ 
tions [the Mishnah] speaks, but the test-rag used before having sexual 
relations is swept clean by her vagina, so it does not effect a good 

examination/' 

[E] R. Abun in the name of R. Zeira [said], “The Mishnah speaks of a 
test-rag used before sexual relations, but as to the test-rag used after 
sexual relations, it is discolored on account of semen." 

What we have is a sort of exegesis, but not an effort to explain a pas¬ 
sage word-for-word or phrase-for-phrase. The discussion is still quite 
close to the specific assertions of the passage of the Mishnah at 
hand, and what is clarified is that passage, not its implications or 
points of intersection with other passages. Accordingly, the charac¬ 
ter of the unit of discourse under discussion is clear from these pas¬ 
sages. It falls within the range of taxa of Talmudic exegesis of the 
Mishnah. 


TALMUDIC EXPANSION ON PROBLEMS 

OF THE MISHNAH 

A Talmudic unit of discourse may present an analysis of a passage 
of the Mishnah in which the contents, rather than the language, of 
the Mishnah's paragraph will form the center of interest. This type 
of unit of discourse may deal with the passage at hand and present 
reflection primary to it. Or it may treat the paragraph under discus¬ 
sion as a pretext for a wide-ranging discussion of an underlying prin¬ 
ciple. Further, there may be speculation superficially independent 
of the Mishnah passage to which a given unit of discourse is at¬ 
tached, yet at some point that speculation will intersect with the 
sentences of the Mishnah cited at the outset. Let me first present 
two instances of some of them, then spell out the broader range of 
possibilities. Once more we make reference to M. Niddah 1:1, given 
in full above. 


Secondary Expansion 

Y. Nid. 1:1. [V.A] Up to now [we have assumed that we deal with a 
case] in which a woman examined herself and found herself wholly 
dry. 

[B] [But what is the law] if a woman examined herself and found blood 
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which [in fact] is clean [and not a source of uncleanness at all]? 

[C] R. Ammi in the name of Rab, R. Ba in the name ofR. Judah: "[If] 
a woman examined herself and found clean [blood], she is [in any 
case] prohibited to have sexual relations until the source [of her 
blood] has [entirely] dried up.” 

[D] R. Tobi said in the name of R. Abbahu, “She is prohibited to have 
sexual relations for twenty-four hours.” 

[E] Said R, Jacob bar Aha when he came up here [to the Land of Is¬ 
rael], "I heard from all the rabbis that she is permitted to have sexual 
relations forthwith [and need not await for twenty-four hours].” 

Harmonization of Positions of 
Diverse Authorities 

Y. Nid. 1:1 . [IV.A] There have we learned the Tannaitic teaching: A 
dead creeping thing which was found in an alleyway imparts un¬ 
cleanness retroactively [M. Nid. 7:2 }, 

[B] R. Ammi asked [whether] the cited passage of the Mishnah might 
not be contrary to the position of Shammai. 

[C] Said R. Yose, “If it is not in accord with the position of Sham mi 
[who rejects the possibility of retroactive contamination entirely], 
then [the cited passage of the Mishnah also] is not even in accord with 
the position of Hillel. 

[D] “For does Hillel not concur in the case of an alleyway which is 
[daily] swept out, and through which a water-course runs, that it is 
deemed clean [retroactively, in case a dead creeping thing is found 
therein]?” 

[E] Shammai maintains this: In the case of a woman, because she cus¬ 
tomarily [examines herself when she] urinates, sages have treated her 
case as comparable to an alleyway which is swept out from day to day 
and through which a water-course runs, so that it is deemed clean 
[under normal conditions, until proven otherwise]. 

Let us now review the several possibilities for Talmudic expansion 
on problems of the Mishnah, that is, not merely exegetical but am- 
plificatory units of discourse. These seem to me to fall into the fol¬ 
lowing subdivisions. 

1. Legal Speculation and Reflection Primary to the Mishnah: A 
unit of discourse may well carry forward a discussion superficially 
separate from the Mishnah. Upon routine inquiry, we notice that 
the discussion at hand speculates on principles introduced, to begin 
with, in the Mishnah’s rule or in the Tosefta’s complement to that 
rule. 
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2. Harmonization of Distinct Laws of the Mishnah: One of the 
most interesting kinds of Talmudic units of discourse is that in which 
principles are abstracted from utterly unrelated rules of the Mishnah 
(less commonly, of the Tosefta). These are then shown to intersect 
and to conflict; or opinions and principles of a given authority on one 
such matter will be shown to differ from those of that same authority 
on another, intersecting matter. These units tend to occur at several 
different tractates verbatim, since they serve equally well (or poorly) 
each Mishnah pericope cited therein. This type will vastly amplify 
the principles of the Mishnah. But it does not serve for a close exe¬ 
gesis of its wording or specific rule. These kinds of units always are 
substantial and difficult. The reason is that several different kinds of 
law have to be mastered, then the underlying principles made ex¬ 
plicit and brought into juxtaposition with those of other laws on 
other topics. 

3. I^egal Speculation and Reflection Independent of the Passage of 
the Mishnah at Hand: There are units of discourse essentially inde¬ 
pendent of the Mishnah pericope with which they now are associ¬ 
ated. These pursue questions not even indirectly generated by the 
law in hand. From time to time we may guess at why the redactor 
thought the discourse belonged where he placed it. While there are 
not a great many of these, as in the foregoing instance they are long 
and involved, always difficult and unusually interesting. They tend 
to occur not at the initial stages of a Talmudic passage attached to a 
pericope of the Mishnah, but rather late in the sequence of types of 
units of discourse. 


TALMUDIC ANTHOLOGIES ON TOPICS 

OF THE MISHNAH 

There are sizable units of discourse joined together only by a com¬ 
mon theme, and joined to the Mishnah pericope at which they occur 
only because, in some rather general way, someone supposed their 
themes and those of the Mishnah passage at hand intersected. Most 
such anthologies are rich in collections of citation of, and comment 
upon, verses of Scripture. But in the present category they are 

by no means the bulk of the Talmud’s scriptural exegeses and 
comments. 

To illustrate the anthological mode of constructing a unit of dis¬ 
course, we review only part of a sizable extract on the theme of 


63 



MIDRASH IN CONTEXT 


Ahithophel, Y, Sanhedrin 10:2. What we now ask is whether we see 
some sort of unifying problem exhihited by the unit as a whole, a 
purpose or problematic that generates a drawing of the materials to¬ 
gether. Alas, I do not perceive it, and I doubt the reader will. What 
we have is simply a collection of this-and-that about Ahithophel. The 
Talmud’s units of discourse constituting little more than thematic 
anthologies are not limited to collections joined by a single biblical 
authority; there are anthologies on common themes of theology, 
scriptural exegesis, and law. They invariably form composites of evi¬ 
dently available material. We discern no effort to impose formal co¬ 
herence, let alone stylistic unity. So the trait of the anthology is, by 
definition, the absence of definitive, unifying traits, either of a for¬ 
mal or of a substantive, intellectual character. The Talmud of the 
Land of Israel contains few such anthologies. (They are still less 
common in the earlier collections of exegeses.) 


Y. Sanhedrin 10:2. [X.A] Ahithophel was a man mighty in Torah 
learning. 

[B] It is written, “David again gathered all the chosen men of Israel, 
thirty thousand. [And David arose and went with all the people who 
were with him ... to bring up from there the ark of the Lord’]” (2 
Sam. 6:1—2). 

[C] R. Berekiah in the name of R. Abba bar Kahana: "Ninety thousand 
elders did David appoint on a single day, but he did not appoint 
Ahithophel among them.” 

[D] This is in line with that which is written in Scripture: "David again 
gathered all the chosen men of Israel, thirty thousand. ...” That is, 
"And he added” means, “thirty.” And “again” means "thirty." The 
Scripture explicitly speaks of thirty. Lo, there are then ninety in all. 

[E] You find that when David came to bear the ark of the covenant of 
the Lord, he did not bear it in accord with the Torah: 

[F] "And they carried the Ark of God on a new cart, [and brought it 
out of the house of Abinadab which was on the hill; and Uzzah and 
Ahio, the sons of Abinadab, were driving the new cart]” (2 Sam. 6:3). 
[That is, the Torah requires that the priests carry it, but they carried it 
in a cart instead.] 

[G] Now the ark carried the priests on high, but let them fall down; 
the ark carried the priests on high, but let them fall down to the 
ground. 

[H] David sent and brought Ahithophel. He said to him, “Will you not 
tell me what is with this ark, which raises the priests up high and casts 
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them down to the ground, raises the priests on high and casts them 
down to the ground?" 

[I] He said to him, “Send and ask those wise men whom you 
appointed!" 

[J] Said David, "One who knows how to make the ark stop and does 
not do so in the end is going to be put to death through strangulation." 

[K] He said to him, “Make a sacrifice before [the ark], and it will 

stop." 

[L] This is in line with the following verse which is written in Scrip¬ 
ture: “And when those who bore the ark of the Lord had gone six 
paces, he sacrificed an ox and a fading' (2 Sam. 6:13). 

[M] R. Haninah and R. Mana— 

[N] One of them said, “At every step an ox and a fading, and at the 
end, seven oxen and seven rams. 

[O] And the other said, “At every step seven oxen and seven rams, 
and at the end, an ox and a fatling. ” 

[P] Said the Holy One, blessed be he, to Ahithophe), “A teaching 
which children say every day in the school you did not report to him! 

[Q] “ But to the sons of Kohath he gave none, because they were 
charged with the care of the holy things which had to be carried on 
the sh<nilder (Num. 7:9). 

[R] "And this [to sacrifice] you never told him!" 

The passage runs on for a considerable space, but nothing would be 
gained by reading the rest. The point is clear from what we have 
seen. The passage has no unifying idea or problem. It exhibits no 
aim. The composer does not even pretend to present a protracted 
argument. All the framers do is collect and arrange thematically con¬ 
gruent materials. Whether these materials are abundant or sparse 
has no bearing on the editorial principle at hand. 


THE TALMUD IS TO THE MISHNAH . .. 

Let us turn from the specific to the general. We now know how 
the Talmud will frame coherent discussions of passages of the Mish- 
nah, the types of units of discourse presented by the Talmud as its 
exegesis of the Mishnah. These, as 1 said, constitute approximately 
ninety percent of the bulk of the Talmud. Let us now turn to list and 
interpret the more general approaches of the Talmud of the Land of 
Israel to the exegesis and amplification of the Mishnah. 

First, and most important, the Mishnah was laid forth by Rabbi— 
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whole and complete, a profoundly unified, harmonious document. 
The Talmud, by contrast, insists upon obliterating the marks of co¬ 
gency. It treats in bits and pieces what was originally meant to speak 
in a single way. That simple fact constitutes what is, by definition, 
Talmudic. 

Second, the Mishnah, also by definition, delivered its message in 
the way chosen by Rabbi. The Talmud ignores that way. That is to 
say, by producing the document as he did. Rabbi left no space for 
the very enterprises of episodic exegesis undertaken so brilliantly by 
his immediate continuators and theirs. For the Mishnah not only 
came to closure. It also fonns a closed system, that is, a whole, com¬ 
plete statement. It does not require facts outside of its language and 
formulation, so makes no provision for commentary and amplifica¬ 
tion of brief allusions, as (for its part) the Talmudic style assuredly 
does. 

This characterization of the Mishnah as a closed system requires a 
measure of amplification. What I mean by a closed system is a state¬ 
ment that (evidently) covers all of the ground initially intended and 
provides all the information one (evidently) is supposed to require to 
understand and make sense of the whole. The Mishnah, with its 
highly systematic exposition of the principal components of Israel’s 
natural and supernatural world—its economy, society, civil life, 
cult, seasons, realm of unclean and holy alike—presupposes only 
one thing. The framers of the Mishnah take for granted knowledge 
of Scripture, with special reference to the laws of the Pentateuch. 
No other information is required, so far as I can see, to make sense 
of what the Mishnah says and to grasp the design of the world the 
Mishnah proposes. At best, the Mishnah’s authors presuppose a vast 
corpus of facts not in Scripture, and also not made articulate in the 
layers of dispute through which the Mishnah’s framers express their 
own contribution. But this subterranean layer of fact is not part of 
the Mishnah’s particular conception of the world, only its founda¬ 
tion, as much as Scripture, also not made articulate, forms the 
foundation. 

To choose a convenient analogy, if the Constitution of the United 
States spelled out principles covering all of the law codes and civil 
institutions, instead of simply outlining the principal parts of the sys¬ 
tem, then we should call the Constitution a closed system, The op¬ 
posite is the case. The writers of the Constitution take for granted 
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not only a vast amount of information. They also address a future, 
the construction of a government and society, for the life of which 
they provide little or no legislation, or even guiding principles. They 
thus leave open doors of entry into the politics they create. The top¬ 
ical scheme of the Tosefta and the two Talmuds, closely adhering to 
the thematic and conceptual framework defined by the Mishnah, 
shows us the very opposite. That is why, if we call the one an open 
system, we must regard the other as a closed. So, while, I think, 
Kabhi may have been surprised had he known what the Talmud 
would do to his Mishnah, I do not think the framers of the Talmud 
would have been amazed by the development of a vast literature of 
commentary, responsa, and codification generated by their docu¬ 
ment. They expressed their ideas in such a way as to demand con¬ 
tinuation and extension. Rabbi in the Mishnah did not. 

Third, the Mishnah refers to nothing beyond itself. As 1 just now 
stressed, it promises no information other than what is provided 
within its limits. More strikingly, it raises no questions for ongoing 
discussion beyond its decisive, final, descriptive statements of en¬ 
during realities and fixed relationships. By contrast, the Talmud’s 
single and irrevocable judgment is the opposite. The Talmud’s very 
heginning initiative is to reopen the Mishnah’s closed system, to 
treat as open questions closed or not even raised. That at the foun¬ 
dations is what is definitive about the Talmud of the Land of Israel: 
its daring assertion that the concluded and completed demanded 
clarification and continuation. 

When we return to the taxa just now found encompassing, we dis¬ 
cover a program of criticism of the Mishnah framed by independent 
and original minds. The meanings and amplification of phrases rep¬ 
resent the judgment that Rabbi's formulation, while stimulating and 
perhaps provocative, left much to be desired. These indications of 
independence of judgment among people disposed not merely to 
memorize but to improve upon the text provided by Rabbi hardly 
represent judgments of substance. The most important point is the 
one that first won our attention. The propositions of the Mishnah 
cannot stand by themselves but must be located within the larger 
realm of scriptural authority. If Rabbi presented his Mishnah with¬ 
out proof-texts in the view that such texts either were self-evident or 
unnecessary, his continuators and successors rejected his judgment 
on both counts. 
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So far as the Mishnah was supposed to stand as a law code inde¬ 
pendent of the revelation of Torah to Moses at Mount Sinai, it was 
received by people to whom such a supposition was incredible. So 
far as Rabbi took for granted the scriptural facticity of the facts of his 
law code, that was regarded as insufficient. What was implicit had to 
be made explicit. So, in all, the creation of the Talmud of the Land 
of Israel (as well as the other one, produced in Babylonia) consti¬ 
tuted a profound judgment upon the Mishnah: authoritative, yet in¬ 
sufficient; definitive, yet demanding the participation of successors 
and continuators, in partnership with the framers of the original doc¬ 
ument itself. The main point then is that the Mishnah, if once 
closed, was reopened. The authorities of the Talmud in no way 
claimed for themselves a position on the same plane as that of the 
framers of the Mishnah. But what they did, as distinct from what 
they said about themselves, implicitly declares they had the right to 
do things too. So if less than the founders, they stood in a direct line 
with the founders. They too could participate in the work of the 
Mishnah, carry it forward, reshape it in line with their own brilliant 
minds. What later rabbis’ work of exegesis of Scripture implicitly 
states about their position in relationship to Moses, the prophets, 
the scribes and sages of the Torah, remains to be seen. 

To conclude: The Talmud is a composite of three kinds of mat¬ 
erials—exegeses of the Mishnah, exegeses of Scripture, and ac¬ 
counts of the men who provide both. Perhaps one might then wish 
to see the Talmud as a synthesis of its two antecedent documents: 
the Mishnah, lacking all reference to Scripture, and the Scripture it¬ 
self. The Talmud brings the two together into a synthesis of its own 
making, both in reading Scripture into the Mishnah, and in reading 
Scripture alongside and separate from the Mishnah. Further, since, 
as I have stressed, the next major phase in the formation of the liter¬ 
ature of Judaism, beyond the Talmud, will be the making of compi¬ 
lations of scriptural exegeses, we may say that the Talmud forms the 
bridge from the formation of the Mishnah to the making of the earli¬ 
est midrashic compilations and collections. 

Focused upon the Mishnah, the Talmud opens the way to the cre¬ 
ation of compilations of midrashic passages. AH authorities concur 
that that is the chronological fact of the matter. The Talmud came to 
closure at the end of the fourth and beginning of the fifth centuries. 
The earliest work of composing collections of exegeses of Scripture 
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began with Genesis Rabbah in the fifth century and continued, in 
the first seven collections of exegeses, through the sixth. (Separate 
but parallel work on the compilation of exegeses of legal passages of 
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, using the names of Mish- 
naic authorities, went forward at this same time.) So if we seek a 
bridge from the Mishnah, at the end of the second century, to the 
collections of exegeses begun in the fifth century, we find that, in 
time, the Talmud of the Land of Israel fills the gap and therefore 
forms the bridge. We have now to ask whether or not that bridge is 
merely chronological. Whether it is a matter of sequence or of sub¬ 
stance remains to be seen. 
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... As Compilations of 
Exegeses Are to Scripture 


THE ARGUMENT FROM TAXONOMY 

The vast and various writings of the Talmud of the Land of Israel 
turn out to fall into just a handful of categories or types. It follows 
that a taxonomy of the document yields an important fact. The 
Yerushalmi presents the result of a systematic and carefully thought- 
through program of (1) exegesis and (2) amplification of the Mishnah. 
While the Mishnah itself is an immense document, the Talmud’s va¬ 
rieties of discourse and, consequently, the modes of thought genera¬ 
tive of discourse, form an amazingly cogent and uniform hody of 
hermeneutic inquiry. The Talmud’s framers' questions addressed to 
the Mishnah's text, the exegetical possibilities inhering in the Mish¬ 
nah and explored by the sages of the Talmud—these turn out to 
take up only a handful of very closely related positions upon the vast 
continuum of potential commentary. So among the many things they 
might have done with the text at hand, the framers of the Talmud 
chose to do only a few things, mainly verbatim exegesis and second¬ 
ary amplification. 

This fact brings us to the problem at hand after so long a prelimi¬ 
nary bout. What we shall see is a simple and striking fact. It is that 
Genesis Rabbah, the document universally regarded as the first 
compilation of exegeses accomplished within the rabbinical circles in 
particular, is composed of units of discourse as cogent, in their way, 
as the ones in the Talmud of the Land of Israel. 

More important, these units of discourse fall into precisely the 
same taxonomical categories as those of the Talmud of the Land of 
Israel. Accordingly, the way in which the rabbinical exegetes who 
selected passages of the Mishnah and so constructed the Talmud of 
the Land of Israel did their work turns out to be the same as the way 
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in which rabbinical exegetes who selected passages of Scripture and 
so constructed Genesis Rabbah did their work, Self-evidently, what 
the one group had to say about the Mishnah bears no material rela¬ 
tionship to what the other group had to say about Genesis. But the 
modes of thought, the ways of framing inquiries and constructing 
the results into formations of protracted and cogent discourse, serv¬ 
ing quite specific and limited hermeneutical purposes—these, I 
shall show, are taxonomically uniform. Furthermore, as we shall 
see, even when we employ a taxonomical system defined not by the 
Mishnah’s continuum but solely by formal traits of Genesis Rabbah’s 
units of discourse, specifically the placement of a verse of Scripture 
and the mode of analysis of that verse within an exegetical construc¬ 
tion, the result is the same. What the masters of biblical exegesis 
did in Genesis was what the masters of Mishnaic exegesis did in 
whatever Mishnah tractate they chose for study. It follows that the 
compiling of the first collection of biblical exegesis falls into the 
same intellectual framework as the Talmud of the Land of Israel, 
whether this was before, at the same time as, or in the aftermath of, 
the composition of Yerushalmi. 

Once in this chapter 1 have made these claims stick, 1 shall be 
able, in the last chapter, to interpret the context of the making of 
compilations of biblical exegesis within the already-established his¬ 
torical, theological, and apologetic context of the making of compila¬ 
tions of Mishnaic exegesis—that is, within the setting of the forma¬ 
tion of the Talmud of the Land of Israel. In consequence I hope to 
make sense of the entire literary corpus of maturing Rabbinic Juda¬ 
ism at the end of the late antiquity and on the threshhold of the 
Middle Ages. That brings us to the eve of the encounter with trium¬ 
phant Christianity and militant Islam alike. 

The things the exegetes of Scripture and compilers of exegeses 
might have done are many and diverse. The word midrash bears 
multiple and imprecise meanings. The activity of compiling such 
midrash, meaning exegesis of Scripture, turns out to express all of 
the differences among all of the diverse groups of ancient Israel that 
took up the work of framing their ideas in response to Scripture. 
That is to say, just as you could say anything you wanted about 
Scripture, so you could collect anything you wanted and call it mid¬ 
rash of anything—any text—you chose. How collections were made 
as much as what was compiled in them expressed the distinctive po- 
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lemical purpose of the compilers. There is a natural and close corre¬ 
spondence between what one chose to say and the mode of orga¬ 
nizing and expressing the message. What this means for our 
problem is simple. People did make choices and carry them out. 
From the things they did, we may therefore draw out a picture of 
what they chose to do and why they wished to do it. There is noth¬ 
ing accidental or self-evident in what is before us, even though fa¬ 
miliarity suggests otherwise. Since that is the fact, we must find it 
noteworthy when we see the taxonomy of units of discourse charac¬ 
teristic of the first extant compilation of exegesis assigned to the an¬ 
cient rabbis. 

The procedure once more demands that the reader consider a siz¬ 
able extract of a source. In this case, we take a chapter of Genesis 
Rabbah, chosen as randomly as possible. (A second chapter of Gene¬ 
sis Rabbah is given in the appendix, and I allude to both of them in 
my taxonomy.) Once we have read the entire chapter, I shall simply 
take up, taxon by taxon, exactly the same categories of units of dis¬ 
course as I outlined in the preceding chapter. Then I shall attempt 
to assign to those categories all of the units of discourse of our chap¬ 
ter of Genesis Rabbah. If the thesis at hand is sound, we should find 
place among the taxa serviceable for the Talmud of the Land of Is¬ 
rael for all types of units of discourse produced in our chapters of 
Genesis Rabbah. 

The reader need not remain in suspense for long. The fact is that 
all of the units of discourse (as designated by the framers of the text 
itself, not by me) in our chapters of Genesis Rabbah indeed may find 
a place among the taxa serviceable for all the units of discourse of 
the Talmud of the Land of Israel. All of the taxa yielded by the Tal¬ 
mud, moreover, prove serviceable in the present exercise, except 
for one. While I found in the Talmud of the Land of Israel a small 
number of units of discourse that did not seem united and cogent, 
presenting episodic sayings or observations rather than well-com¬ 
posed arguments and called, therefore, anthologies. Genesis 
Rabbah's chapters at hand provide no instances of anthologies. 
Whether or not that fact bears implications for our larger theory I 
cannot say. I perceive none pertinent to the circumstances of the 
formation of the units of discourse of Genesis Rabbah. What follows 
is Genesis Rabbah chapter 78, in the translation of H. Freedman. 
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[I.A] “And he said: 'Let me go, for the day is breaking " (Cen. 32:26). 
It is written, "They are new every morning; great is Thy faithfulness" 
(Lam. 3:23). R. Simeon b. Abba interpreted this: Because Thou renew 
us every morning, we know that great is Thy faithfulness to redeem 
us. R. Alexandri interpreted it: From the fact that Thou renew us ev¬ 
ery morning, we know that great is Thy faithfulness to resurrect the 
dead. 

[B] R. Samuel b. Nahman said in R. Jonathan’s name: A celestial com¬ 
pany never repeats [Cod’s] praises. R. Hetbo said: The Holy One, 
blessed he He, creates a new company of angels every day, and they 
utter song before Him and then depart [evermore]. R. Berekiah ob¬ 
served: I objected to R. Helbo; But it is written, “And he said, ‘Let me 
go, for the day is breaking. ” But he retorted: Strangler! Think you to 
strangle me? It was Michael or Gabriel, who are celestial princes; all 
others are exchanged, but they are not exchanged. 

[C] Hadrian—rot his bones!—asked R. Joshua b. Hananiah: "Do you 
maintain that the celestial company do not praise [Cod] and repeat 
[their praises], but that every day the Holy One, blessed be He, cre¬ 
ates a company of new angels and they utter song before Him and 
then depart?" “Yes," he replied. “And wbither do they go?" he pur¬ 
sued. 'To the source whence they were created,” was the answer. 
“And whence are they created?" he went on. “From Nehar Dinur,” he 
replied. “And what is the nature of Nehar Dinur?” be enquired. “It is 
like the Jordan,” said he, “which ceases not [to flow] by day or by 
night.” “And whence is its source?” ‘The perspiration of the Hayyoth, 
caused by their bearing Cod’s Throne.” Said his adviser to him: “But 
the Jordan flows by day but not by night?” “Was I not watching at 
Beth Peor,” he replied, “[and saw] that it flows by night just as it flows 
by day?” 

[D] R. Meir, R. Judah, and R. Simeon each made an observation. 

R. Meir said: Who is greater: the guardian or the guarded? Since it 
is written, “For He will give His angels charge over thee, to guard 
thee in all thy ways" (Ps. 91:11), it follows that the guarded is greater 
than the guardian. 

R. Judah said: Who is greater, the bearer or the borne? Since it 
says, “They shall bear thee upon their hands" (Ps. 91:12), it follows 
that the borne is greater than the bearer. 

R. Simeon said: Who is greater: the sender or the sent? From the 
verse, “And he said: Let me go” [lit. “send me away,”] it follows that 
the sender is greater than the sent. 

[II.A] “And he said: ‘Let me go, for the day is breaking’”: For it is time 
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to sing praises. “Let your colleagues sing praises,” said he to him, “I 
cannot [arrange it so],” he replied, “for when I come to utter praise to¬ 
morrow, they will say to me: ‘As you did not utter praise yesterday, so 
cannot you utter praise to-day.’” “Make an end [of pleading]; enough!” 
he [Jacob] answered him. “I will not let thee go, except thou bless 
me,” adding: “The angels who visited Abraham did not depart without 
a blessing,” “They had been sent for that purpose," he pleaded, 
“whereas I was not sent for that purpose.” “Make an end! enough!” he 
retorted. “I will not let thee go, except thou bless me.” R. Levi said in 
the name of R. Samuel b. Nahman: “Because the ministering angels 
revealed God’s secrets,” [pleaded the angel], “they were expelled from 
their precincts for a hundred and thirty-eight years; shall I then listen 
to thee and be banished from my precincts?" “Make an end, enough!” 
he answered, “I will not let thee go, except thou bless me." R. Huna 
said, Eventually he decided, 1 will reveal [the future] to him, and if 
the Holy One, blessed be He, upbraids me, saying, “Why did thou re¬ 
veal it to him,” I will answer Him: “Sovereign of the Universe! Thy 
children make decrees and Thou does not nullify them; could I then 
nullify their decrees?” Thereupon he told him: “He [God] will reveal 
Himself to you at Bethel and change your name, while I will be stand¬ 
ing there,” Hence it is written, “At Bethel He would find him, and 
there He would speak with us” (Hos. 12:5): it does not say, "with him," 
but “with us.” 

[III.A] “And he said unto him: ‘What is thy name?’ And he said: ‘Ja¬ 
cob.’ And he said: ‘Your name shall be called no more Jacob ” (Gen. 
32:28f.). (It is written, “That confirms the word of His servant, and 
performs the counsel of His messengers”—angels (Is. 44:26).) R. 
Berekiah said in R. Levi’s name: Since He "confirms the word of His 
servant,” do we not know that He “performs the counsel of His mes¬ 
sengers,” “and says of Jerusalem: she shall be inhabited; and of the cit¬ 
ies of Judah: They shall be built” (Is. 44:26)? But “That confirms the 
word of His servant” refers to the one angel who appeared to our Pa¬ 
triarch Jacob and told him: "The Holy One, blessed be He, will reveal 
Himself to you at Bethel and change your name, while I too will be 
there,” as it says, “At Bethel He would find him,” etc. God did appear 
to him to fulfill the decree of that angel, who had said to him, "Your 
name shall be called no more Jacob,” and God too spoke thus to him, 
as it says, “And God said unto him: Your name is Jacob; your name 
shall not be called any more Jacob” (Gen. 35:10). Then how much the 
more will God fulfill the words of His prophets concerning Jerusalem, 
for all the prophets prophesied about it! 
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[B] Bar Kappara said: Whoever calls Abraham ‘Abram,' violates a posi¬ 
tive command. R. Levi said: A positive and a negative command: "Nei¬ 
ther shall your name any more be called Abram” (Cen. 17:5)—that is a 
negative command; "But your name shall be called Abraham” (Cen. 
17:5)—that is a positive command. But surely the men of the Great 
Assembly called him Abram, for it is written, "Thou art the Lord Cod, 
who didst choose Abram” (Neh. 9:7)? There it is different, as it means 
that while he was yet Abram Thou didst choose him. Then, by anal¬ 
ogy, does one who calls Sarah “Sarai” infringe a positive command? 
No, for only he [Abraham] was enjoined regarding her. Again, by anal¬ 
ogy, if one calls Israel "Jacob," does one infringe a positive command? 
[No, for] it was taught: It was not intended that the name of Jacob 
should disappear, but that “Israel” should be his principal name and 
"Jacob” a secondary one. R. Zechariah interpreted it in R. Aha's name: 
At all events, “Your name is Jacob,” save that, “But Israel [too] shall be 
your name” (Gen. 35:10): Jacob would be the principal name—“Israel” 
was added to it. 

[C] "For you have striven with Elohim and with men, and have pre¬ 
vailed” (Gen. 32:29): you have striven with celestial beings and con¬ 
quered them, and with mortals, and have conquered them. “With ce¬ 
lestial beings” alludes to the angel. R. Hama b. Hanina said: It was 
Esau's guardian angel. That was what Jacob meant when he said to 
him: "Forasmuch as I have seen thy face, as one sees the face” of Elo- 
him (Cen. 33:10): even as the face of God denotes judgment, so does 
your face denote judgment; even as with respect to the face of God [it 
is written], "And none shall appear before My face empty-handed” 
(Ex. 23:15), so art thou; none may appear before thy face empty- 
handed. “With mortals, and has conquered them”—by that, Esau and 
his chiefs are meant. 

Another interpretation of "For thou has striven (saritha) with God”: 
it is thou whose features are engraven on high. 

(IV.A] "And Jacob asked him, and said: 'Tell me, I pray thee, thy 
name'” (Gen. 32:30). Rabbi said in the name of Abba Jose b. Dosay: 
One verse says, "He counts the number of the stars. He gives them as 
names’ (Ps. 147:4); whereas another text states, “He who brings out 
their host by number. He calls them all by name” (Is. 40:26). This, 
however, teaches that there is no [permanent] name, but a [continu¬ 
ous] change, the present name [of an angel] not being the same as he 
may bear later on, for it says, “And the angel of the Lord said unto 
him: 'Wherefore do you ask after my name, seeing it is hidden?’ ” 
(Judg . 13:18)—I do not know to what my name will be changed. 
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[V.A] “And the sun rose for him," etc. (Gen. 32:32). R. Berekiah com¬ 
mented: The sun rose in order to heal him, but for others only to give 
light. R. Huna said in R. Aha's name: It was indeed thus: the sun 
healed Jacob and burned up Esau and his chiefs. Said the Holy One, 
blessed be He, to him: “Thou art an earnest for thy descendants: even 
as the sun heals thee while it burns up Esau and his chiefs, so will the 
sun heal thy descendants while it burns up the heathen." It will heal 
them: “But unto you that fear My name shall the sun of righteousness 
arise with healing in its wings” (Mai. 3:20); it bums up the idolaters: 
“For, behold, the day cometh, it bums as a furnace,” etc. (Mai. 3:19). 
[B] “And he limped upon his thigh.” R. Joshua b. Levi went up to 
Rome; when he arrived at Acco [on his return], R. Hanina went out to 
greet him and found him limping upon his thigh, at which he re¬ 
marked, You resemble your ancestor: “And he limped upon his thigh.” 
[VI. A] “Therefore the children of Israel eat not the sinew of the thigh- 
vein [gid ha-nasheh ]” (Gen. 32:33). R. Hanina said: Why was it called 
Gid ha-nasheh? Because it slipped ( nashah ) from its place. R. Huna 
said: The ramifications of the thigh-vein are permitted, but Israel are 
holy [self-restrained] and treat it as forbidden. R. Judah said: He [the 
angel] touched only one of them, and only one was forbidden. R. Yose 
said: He touched only one of them, but both became forbidden. One 
tanna teaches: It is reasonable to suppose that it was the right one, 
which is R. Judah's view; while another tanna teaches: It is reasonable 
to suppose that it was the left one, which is R. Yose’s view. The opin¬ 
ion that it was the right one [is based on the verse], “And he touched 
the hollow of his thigh” (Gen. 32:26), while the opinion that it was the 
left is based on the passage, “Because he touched the hollow of Jacob’s 
thigh,” 

[VII.A] “And Jacob lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, Esau 
came” (Gen. 33:1). R. Levi said: A lion was angry with the cattle and 
the beasts. Said they: "Who will go to appease him?” Said the fox: “I 
know three hundred fables and I will appease him.” “Let it be so,” 
they replied. He went a short distance and halted. “Why have you 
halted?” they asked. “I have forgotten a hundred," he answered. “In 
two hundred there are blessings," they replied. He went on a little 
and again halted. “What does this mean?” they demanded. “I have for¬ 
gotten another hundred," he replied. "Even a hundred will do,” they 
replied. When he arrived there he said: “I have forgotten them all, so 
every one must appease him for himself.” So it was with Jacob. R. Ju¬ 
dah b. Simon said: [Jacob declared]: “I have the strength to engage in 
prayer [against him]”; R. Levi said: [He declared]: "I have the strength 
to wage a battle." But when he arrived there, “Then he divided the 
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children,” etc. (Gen. 33:1) saying to them: “Let the merit of each one 
protect him." 

(VIII. A] “And he put the handmaids and their children foremost, and 
Leah and her children after, and Rachel and Joseph hindermost” (Gen. 
33:2): from this it follows that the further back one was the more be¬ 
loved he was. 

[B] "And he himself passed over before them” (Gen. 33:2): thus it is 
written, “Like as a father has compassion upon his children” (Ps. 
103:13). R. Hiyya taught: It means, like the most compassionate of the 
Patriarchs. Who was that? R. Judah b. R. Simon said: Abraham, for 
Abraham said: “That be far from Thee to do after this manner" (Gen. 
18:25). R. Levi said: It was Jacob: “And he himself passed over before 
them,” saying, “Let him harm me rather than them.” 

[C] “And bowed himself to the ground seven times” (Gen. 33:3). Why 
seven? Symbolizing, “For a righteous man falls seven times, and rises 
up again” (Prov. 24:16). Another reason why seven: [In effect] he said 
to him: Regard thyself as though stationed behind seven gratings, sit¬ 
ting and giving judgment, while I am being judged by thee, and thou 
art filled with compassion for me. R. Hanian b. Isaac said: He did not 
cease from repeatedly prostrating himself until he converted judgment 
to mercy. 

[IX, A] "And Esau ran to meet him . . . and kissed him" (Gen. 33:4). 
The word is dotted. R. Simeon b. Eleazar said; Wherever you find the 
plain writing exceeding the dotted letters, you must interpret the 
plain writing; if the dotted letters exceed the plain writing, you must 
interpret the dotted letters. Here the plain writing does not exceed 
the dotted letters, nor do the dotted letters exceed the plain writing: 
hence it teaches that he kissed him with all his heart. Said R. Yannai 
to him: If so, why is the word dotted? It teaches, however, that he 
wished to bite him (but that the Patriarch Jacob’s neck was turned to 
marble and that wicked man’s teeth were blunted and loosened). 
Hence, “And they wept" (Gen. 33:4): one wept because of his neck 
and the other wept because of his teeth. (R. Abbahu adduced it in R. 
Yohanan’s name from the following verse: “Thy neck is as a tower of 
ivory” (Song 7:5). 

[X.A] "And he lifted up his eyes . . . the children whom God has gra¬ 
ciously given your servant" (Gen. 33:5). R. Benjamin b. Levi said: We 
thus hear of grace in connection with the eleven tribal ancestors, but 
not in connection with Benjamin. Where then do we hear it? Further 
on: “And he said: God be gracious to you, my son” (Gen. 43:29). 

[B] ‘Then the handmaids came near" etc. (Gen. 33:6). In the case of all 
the others it states, “Then the handmaids came near, they and their 
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children,” etc., "And Leah also and her children came near,” etc. 
(Cen. 33:7). But in the case of Joseph it is written, “And after came Jo¬ 
seph near and Rachel, and they bowed down” (Cen. 33:7). The fact is 
that Joseph said: "This wicked man has an aspiring eye: let him not 
look at my mother,” whereupon he drew himself up to his full height 
and covered her. Hence it is written of him, "Joseph is a fruitful 
( porath } vine, a fruitful vine before the eye” (Gen. 49:22). “A fruitful 
vine” means: thou didst wax great, O Joseph; “A fruitful vine before 
the eye”: because thou didst enlarge [thy stature] before [Esau’s] eye; 
again, through the cows ( paroth ) didst thou wax great. “A fruitful vine 
before (ale) the eye.” R. Berekiah interpreted in R. Simon’s name: It 
is for Me (alay) to reward thee for that eye. 

[XI. A] "And he said: What do you mean by all this camp which I met?” 
etc. (Cen. 33:8). The whole of that night the ministering angels formed 
into bands and companies and kept confronting Esau's troops. When 
they asked them to whom they belonged and were told, “To Esau,” 
they exclaimed, “Give it to them!” "We belong to Isaac's son!” They 
still exclaimed, “Lay on!” “We belong to Abraham’s grandson!” They 
still said, “Lay on!" But when they pleaded, "We belong to Jacob’s 
brother," they said, “Let them go; they are of ours.” In the morning he 
said to him: “What do you mean by all this camp which I met?” “Did 
they say anything to you?” he inquired. “I was crushed by them,” he 
replied. “And he said: To find favour" (Gen. 33:8). 

[B] “And Esau said: I have enough” (Gen. 33:9). R. Aibu said: His [Ja¬ 
cob’s] hold on the blessings was in fact but weak. Where was it 
strengthened? Here: “My brother, let that which thou hast be thine.” 
R. Eleazar said: The validity of a document is established by its signa¬ 
tories. Thus, lest you say, Had not Jacob deceived his father he would 
not have received the blessing. Scripture states, “My brother, let that 
which you have be for yourself.” 

[XII. A] “And Jacob said: 'No, I pray you, if now I have found favor in 
your sight, then receive my present from my hand; for as much as I 
have seen your face, it is as one seeing the face of God”’ (Gen. 33:10). 
Even as the face of God denotes judgment, so does your face denote 
judgment; and even as with respect to the face of God [it is written], 
“And none shall appear before My face empty-handed” (Ex. 23:15), so 
are you: none may appear before your face empty-handed. 

[B] ‘Take, I pray you, my gift that is brought to you” (Gen. 33:11): 
how much toil did I expend before it came to my hand, he exclaimed, 
yet to You it comes of itself. For it is not written, “That I brought," but 
“that is brought”—it came to you of itself. 

[C] “And he urged him, and he took it” (Gen. 33:11): he pretended to 
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draw back, but his hands were stretched out. R. Judah b. Rabbi said: 
"Every one submitting himself ( mithrappes ) with pieces of (razze) sil¬ 
ver” (Ps. 68:31): that means, he opens his hand (mattir pas) and would 
be appeased ( mithrazzeh ) with silver. 

[D] Resh Lakish went to pay his respects to our Teacher. "Pray for 
me,” he [R. Judah] begged him, “for this Government [Rome] is very 
evil.” “Take nothing from anyone,” he [Resh Lakish] told him, “and 
then you will not have to give anything." While he was sitting there, 
there came a woman and brought him a salver with a knife on it, 
whereupon he took the knife and returned the salver. Subsequently a 
royal courier came and saw it, took a fancy to it, and carried it off. To¬ 
ward evening Resh Lakish again went to pay his respects to our 
Teacher and he saw him sitting and laughing. “Why are you laughing?" 
he asked him. ‘That knife which you saw,” replied he, "there came a 
royal courier and took it away.” “Did I not tell you,” he retorted, “that 
if you take nothing from anyone you will not have to give to anyone?” 

[E] One of the common people said to R. Hoshaya: “If I tell you a 

good thing, will you repeat it in public in my name?” “What is it?" 
asked he. “All the gifts which the Patriarch Jacob made to Esau,” 
replied he, "the heathens will return them to the Messiah in the Mes¬ 
sianic era.” "What is the proof?.The kings of Tarshish and of the 

isles shall return tribute’ (Ps. 72:10): it does not say, 'shall bring,’ but 

'shall return. .By thy life!” he exclaimed, “you have said a good 

thing, and I will teach it in your name.” 

[XIII] “And he said unto him: My Lord knows that the children are 
tender" (Gen. 33:13). R. Berekiah said in R. Levi’s name: “My Lord 
knows that the children are tender" alludes to Moses and Aaron; “And 
[that] the flocks and the herds" symbolizes Israel: “And ye My flock, 
the flock of My pasture, are men" (Ezek. 34:31). R. Huna said in R. 
Aha's name: But for the compassion of the Holy One, blessed be He, 
then, "They had overdriven them one day” and “All the flocks had 
died" already in the days of Hadrian. R. Berekiah said in R. Levi's 
name: “My God knows that the children are tender” alludes to David 
and Solomon; “And [that] the flocks and the herds” alludes to Israel: 
“And ye My flock,” etc. R. Huna said in R. Aha's name: But for God’s 
mercy, then “All the flock had died" already in the days of Haman. 
[XIV.A] “Let my Lord, I pray you, pass over before his servant” (Gen. 
33:14). He [Esau] proposed: “Are you willing that we should be part¬ 
ners in your world?” “Let my Lord, I pray you, pass over before his 
servant, he replied. “Do you not fear then my generals, lieutenants, 
and commanders?” he demanded. “And I will journey on gently— 
\le fftij (Gen. 33:14), he replied, i.e,, meekly: I will walk meekly, 
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[k’itti] having the same sense] as in the verse, “The waters of Shiloah 
that go softly [ le'at ]" {Isa, 8:6). I will walk with face wrapped [in humil¬ 
ity], as in the verse, “Behold, it is here wrapped [lutah] in a cloth” (1 
Sam. 21:10). 

[B] “Until I come unto my Lord unto Seir” (Gen. 33:14). R. Abbahu 
said: We have searched the whole Scriptures and do not find that Ja¬ 
cob ever went to Esau to the mountain of Seir. Is it then possible that 
Jacob, the truthful, should deceive him? But when would he come to 
him? In the Messianic era: “And saviors shall come up on Mount Zion 
to judge the mount of Esau” etc. (Obad. 1:21). 

[XV. A] “And Esau said: Let me now leave with you some of the folk,” 
etc. (Gen. 33:15). He offered to accompany him, but he [Jacob] de¬ 
clined it. When our Teacher had to travel to the Government, he 
would look at this text and would not take Romans with him. On one 
occasion he did not look at it, and took Romans with him, and before 
he reached Acco he had already sold his coat, 

[B] “So Esau returned that day,” etc. (Gen. 33:16). Where were the 
four hundred men? They had slipped away one by one. Said they: “Let 
us not be scorched by Jacob’s burning coal.” When did the Holy One, 
blessed be He, reward them? Later on; “And there escaped not a man 
of them, save four hundred young men, who rode upon camels and 
fled” (1 Sam. 30:17). 

[XVI.A] “And Jacob journeyed to Succoth,” etc. (Gen. 33:17). How 
many years did the Patriarch spend in Bethel? R. Abba b. Kahana 
said: Eighteen months, [for he dwelt in] booths, in a house, and again 
in booths. 

[B] R. Berekiah said in R. Levi’s name: During all the months that our 
ancestor spent in Bethel, he kept on presenting Esau with that gift. R. 
Abin said in R. Aha’s name: For nine years he presented Esau with 
that gift. R. Phinehas said in R. Abin’s name: During all the years 
spent by the Patriarch in Bethel he did not refrain from offering liba¬ 
tions. R. Hanan said: Whoever knows how many libations were offered 
by Jacob in Bethel would be able to calculate the quantity of the 
waters of Tiberias. 

CATEGORIES OF UNITS OF DISCOURSE 
OF EXEGET1CAL COLLECTIONS 

Let us begin with the definition of the primary category at hand, 
the notion of a “unit of discourse.” By a unit of discourse, in the con¬ 
text of compilations of exegeses as in the Talmud, 1 mean a complete 
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discussion of a particular problem, with a beginning, middle, and 
end. Such a unit of discourse constitutes a composition exhibiting 
traits of reflection and both careful organization and planning. A unit 
of discourse by definition consists of a set of sentences, formed into a 
well-framed paragraph. So a unit of discourse is a cogent statement 
of a complete thought, starting somewhere and proceeding purpose¬ 
fully to a foreordained and considered goal. The fact that the compi¬ 
lation under discussion is made up of these units of discourse is what 
makes possible the taxonomy of a text and then comparison between 
one rabbinic document and another. For, as we have already seen, 
the Talmud of the Land of Israel for its part also is composed of com¬ 
plete exhibitions of cogent thought, that is, units of discourse, 
formed into fairly sizable discussions—three or more coherent sen¬ 
tences—of carefully framed questions or problems. 

The alternatives of discourse are many, for people may frame and 
express ideas in ways without number. In the penultimate section of 
this chapter, we shall review other ways of saying other things—that 
is, different approaches to making up and putting together exegeses 
of Scripture. These approaches expressed different purposes, 
formed hy different groups of Jews, all of whom read the same holy 
book. Only when we contrast the ways taken by the framers of the 
earliest exegetical compositions in rabbinical circles with the paths 
explored by others shall we see the true state of affairs. 

The upshot—1 stress again—is that before us are the results of 
considered choice, yielding distinctive and readily distinguishable 
forms of composition. The choices were to say one thing, not some 
other, to say it in one way, not some other, and to draw together ev¬ 
erything that had been said into one sort of composition or collec¬ 
tion, not some other. Later on, the ways not taken will indicate al¬ 
ternatives. The way taken by the framers of the Talmud of the Land 
of Israel and of Cenesis Rabbah alike is simple: to work out a com¬ 
plete thought, a proposition of some sort; in a cogent and intelligible 
way; in a discourse we may liken to a paragraph or a short essay, in 
its careful traits of providing a proposition and then expounding or 
exemplifying said proposition. 

If the taxonomy workable for the Talmud is to prove truly suitable 
for the present passages of Cenesis Rabbah, in our chapters we 
should come up with only two fundamental types: first, phrase-by- 
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phrase exegesis of Scripture, second, amplification of the meaning of 
a verse of Scripture. These are the two ways in which a Talmudic 
sage might approach the problem of the Mishnah. He had the 
choice of explaining the meaning of a particular passage or of ex¬ 
panding upon the meaning, or the overall theme, of a particular 
passage—nothing else. True, in dealing with Scripture he might 
systematically interpret one thing in terms of something else, a 
verse of Scripture in light of an autonomous set of considerations not 
explicit in Scripture but (in his mind) absolutely critical to its full 
meaning. But that is still not much more than the exegesis of the 
passage at hand for a given purpose, established a priori. That is an 
exercise fully familiar to the framers of the nnits of disconrse of the 
Talmud in their confrontation with the Mishnah. 

Now to define our taxonomical categories: we shall take up four, 
of which the first two are closely related, and the fourth of slight 
consequence. 

The first category encompasses close exegesis of Scripture, by 
which I mean, a word-for-word or phrase-by-phrase interpretation of 
a passage. In such an activity, the framer of a discrete composition 
will wish to read and explain a verse or a few words of a verse of the 
Scripture at hand, pure and simple. 

The second category, no less exegetical than the first, is made up 
of units of discourse in which the components of the verse are 
treated as part of a larger statement of meaning, rather than as a set 
of individual phrases, stitches requiring attention one by one. Ac¬ 
cordingly, in this taxon we deal with wide-ranging discourse about 
the meaning of a particular passage, hence an effort to amplify what 
is said in a verse. Here the amplification may take a number of dif¬ 
ferent forms and directions. But the discipline imposed by the origi¬ 
nally cited verse of Scripture will always impose boundaries on 
discourse. 

The third taxon encompasses units of discourse in which the 
theme of a particular passage defines a very wide-ranging exercise. 
In this discussion the cited passage itself is unimportant. It is tbe 
theme that is definitive. Accordingly, in this third type we take up a 
unit of discourse in which the composer of the passage wishes to ex¬ 
pand on a particular problem, (merely) illustrated in the cited pas¬ 
sage. The problem, rather than the cited passage, defines the limits 
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and direction of discourse. The passage at hand falls away, having 
provided a mere pretext for the real point of concern. 

The fourth and final taxon deriving from the Yerushalmi takes in 
units of discourse shaped around a given topic, but not intended to 
constitute cogent and tightly-framed discourse on said topic. These 
units of discourse then constitute topical anthologies, rather than 
carefully composed essays. As I said, I find none in the two chapters 
at hand. 

We now proceed to review the passage of Genesis Rabbah cited in 
the foregoing unit. The first and most important fact is simply that 
that passage is made up of what I have called "units of discourse." 
That is to say, we do not have a mere mass of discrete sayings, in 
which the number of sentences is the same as the number of com¬ 
pleted thoughts or fully spelled out exercises of cognition. Rather, 
we can hreak up the entire chapter of Genesis Rabbah into a finite 
number of cogent discussions, paragraphs, each with its beginning, 
middle, and end. Upon that simple and self-evident fact everything 
else rests. For what it means is that the whole has been made up of 
parts. These parts, in turn, exhibit the abilities of not mere collec¬ 
tors, or collectors and arrangers, but masters of composition and co¬ 
gent reflection. 

So, like tbe Talmud of the Land of Israel, Genesis Rabbah's chap¬ 
ter at hand emerges in two stages: first, from people who worked 
out its components; second, from people who arranged them. These 
may well have been the same people, but the work was in separate 
and distinct stages. First came writing compositions expressive of 
complex ideas, framed in sophisticated ways. Second, there was the 
work of selecting and arranging these units of discourse into the 
composition now before us. This second process need not detain us; 
it has no bearing on the argument at hand. Our principal concern is 
now to find out whether or not, as I have alleged, the taxonomical 
framework suitable for all units of discourse of the Talmud of the 
Land of Israel may move, without significant variation or revision, to 
encompass and categorize the materials of the earliest composition 
of scriptural exegesis, Genesis Rabbah. 

For that purpose, through the next four sections, I present a brief 
definition, then a list of the pertinent entries of the chapter cited at 
the outset. The reader may then refer back to the text to see why I 
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think a given unit of discourse falls into the category to which I as¬ 
sign it. 


EXEGESIS OF SCRIPTURE 

Exegesis of Scripture in the simplest and narrowest sense involves 
reading a given verse and explaining in a systematic way words or 
phrases of which the verse is made up. The substance of the exege¬ 
sis may vary. We may have the explanation of a given passage 
through the introduction of another passage of Scripture itself. The 
notion is that the latter, the meaning of which is known, amplifies or 
clarifies the unclear meaning of the former. We may, second, find 
that a phrase is restated in other words, serving to add to the mean¬ 
ing of the passage at hand. The exegete, third, may simply take a 
word and provide a synonym or otherwise clarify the meaning of the 
ph rase in a word-for-word way. Finally, a story may be cited to illus¬ 
trate the meaning of a phrase. In the catalogue that follows, I signify 
the type of exegesis I think is at hand through these indicators: first, 
parallel passage; second, rephrasing; third, synonym; and fourth, il¬ 
lustrative story, respectively. 

The instances in Genesis Rabbah chapter 78 are as follows: 


78:3 A 

Parallel passage 

78:L1B 

: Parallel passage 

78:4 

ft ft 

78;12A 

it tt 

k 

78:5B 

Illustrative story 

78:12B 

: Illustrative dialogue 

78:6 

Synonym 


invented 

78:7 

Illustrative story 

78:12C 

; Parallel passage 

78:8B 

Parallel passage 

78:13 

ft tt 

+ 

4 

78:8C 

ft ft 

78:14A 

: Rephrasing and 

78:iOA . 

ft ft 


synonym 

78:i0B . 

tt it 

78:14B 

: Parallel passage 

78:11A . 

Illustrative story 

78:15A 

: Illustrative story 



78:15B 

: Parallel passage 


In addition, the reader will find in Genesis Rabbah chapter 32, 
given in the appendix, the following further examples of this type of 
unit of discourse. 


32:3B 
32:4 A 


Parallel passage 


If U 

■ 

■ 


32:8E : Illustrative story 
32:10 : Illustrative story. 
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32:5B 

: Parallel passage 

32:7A{2) 

n n 

p 

■ 

32: SB 

: Rephrasing 

32: SC 

ft 

32:8D 

: Parallel passage 


Parallel passages 
32:11A Rephrasing 
32:11B : Synonym 

32:1 ID : Interpretation of a 

particle (AK) 


AMPLIFICATION OF SCRIPTURE 

In the collection of exegeses before us, we find a mode of inter¬ 
preting a verse of Scripture separate from the one in the preced¬ 
ing unit, though, as 1 said, closely related to it in purpose. In this 
other way, the exegete amplifies the meaning of a verse of Scrip¬ 
ture, without a close account of the words of the passage and with¬ 
out trying to tie the amplification of the sense of meaning of the 
passage to a literal account of the verse’s phrasing and word 
choices. What I mean by “amplification," therefore, is that the ex¬ 
egete greatly expands upon the meaning of the passage without at¬ 
tempting to link to the verse he has cited his sense of this broader 
and more encompassing meaning. 

The instances in Genesis Rabbah chapter 78 are as follows: 


78:2 

78:3B 

78:3C 

78:5 A 

78:8A 

78:9 

78:16A 

78:16B 


: Why let him go? Why bless? 

: Change of Jacob's name, 

: Jacob’s striving. 

: Sun rose. 

: Point of the deed is generalized. 

: Why is the passage dotted? 

: How many years did Jacob spend in Bethel? 
: What Jacob did in Bethel. 


In addition, the reader will find in Genesis Rabbah chapter 32, 
given in the appendix, the following further examples of this type of 
unit of discourse. 


32:4B : Why seven of each kind? 

32:5A : Why forty days? 

32:5C : Verse refers to . . . 

32:6A : Year of the flood. 

32:6B : Noah entered the ark only when he had to. 
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32:7A{1) : Respite of seven days 

32:7B : Appropriateness of water as a means of punishment, 

32:8A : Why Noah entered the ark by day. 

32:9A : Ark sank. 

32:9B : Ark floated. 

32:11C : Fish not killed in flood. 

EXPANSION ON PROBLEMS OF SCRIPTURE 

Now, in this third taxon, the exegete leaves behind the verse at 
hand. He travels the route indicated solely by the theme or overall 
problem introduced by, or merely implicit in, the verse. Transcend¬ 
ing the details of the verse, the exegete takes up the main point (I 
might say, the problematic) of the verse. He composes a sizahle and 
impressive discourse upon that large-scale theme. This expansion so 
obscures the original bounds of the verse that they no longer serve 
to define discourse at all. Yet in the mind of the compiler of the 
chapter before us, the occasion for discourse remains the cited pas¬ 
sage. That is why the rather abstract discussion is placed here. Of 
great importance, the unit of discourse of the present sort exhibits a 
profoundly unified and cogent character. It is never a mere anthol¬ 
ogy, framed around a common topic. It rather makes a pointed and 
purposeful argument. The exegete of a verse of Scripture aims to 
serve as a philosopher of the problem presented (also) by the verse 
at hand. As a good thinker, he presents his ideas in a carefully com¬ 
posed paragraph, conforming to distinctive conventions of cogent 
exposition. 

The instances in Genesis Rabbah chapter 78 are as follows: 

78:1A-D : God’s faithfulness is shown in renewal. 

[78:6 : Thigh-vein.] 

78:12D-E : Theme of accepting gifts. 

In addition, the reader will find in Genesis Rabbah chapter 32, 
given in the appendix, the following further examples of this type of 
unit of discourse. 

32:1A : Truth and falsehood. 

32:IB : Punishment of the generation of the flood. 
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32:2 : Cod loves his fellow-craftsmen 

32:3A : Testing the righteous. 


ANTHOLOGIES ON TOPICS OF SCRIPTURE 

Proof that the entries listed in the foregoing catalogue constitute 
well-composed discussions of large-scale topics derives from this fi¬ 
nal taxon, the (mere) anthology. This taxon encompasses units of dis¬ 
course that cannot fairly be called unified discussions at all. Rather, 
in this sort of unit, we have nothing more than collections of sayings 
on a common theme. No effort goes into linking these sayings to one 
another or to showing their points in common. No cogent statement 
emerges from the joining of the sentences on the stated topic. In¬ 
stead we find that the composer of the unit regards his work as a 
task of collection, and that alone. The conceptual and aesthetic fail¬ 
ures of the items of this type highlight the achievement of the fram¬ 
ers of the ones in the earlier three categories. Their work, with its 
reflection, and its adherence to canons of rational discourse and con¬ 
ventions of intelligible expression, finds no counterpart in the an¬ 
thology. There are no anthologies in the two chapters of Genesis 
Rabbah at hand. This type also is uncommon in the Talmud of the 
Land of Israel. That fact underlines the traits of care, reflection, and 
thoughtful expression characteristic of the rabbinical exegetes of 
both Scripture and the Mishnah, showing both the Talmud and the 
compilations of scriptural exegeses to be purposeful compositions. 


AN ALTERNATIVE TAXONOMY 

Up to now we have differentiated sages’ units of discourse by ref¬ 
erence to substantive matters involving a measure of subjective 
judgment, e.g., the way in which they relate to and take up the 
verse at hand. For example, we asked, do the framers propose to 
cite and explain the meaning of a verse word for word? Do they ex¬ 
pand upon its meaning? Do they expatiate upon its theme? Or do 
they simply collect materials pertinent to its topic? We now differ¬ 
entiate a much larger number of units of discourse by asking solely 
about their formal construction. For the reader may well object that 
the taxonomy just now carried out depends upon use of differen- 
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tiating categories lifted directly from the Talmud of the Land of Is¬ 
rael. A fairer picture of how the units of discourse of Genesis Rab- 
bah may be classified should emerge from traits not borrowed from 
some other place but rather revealed by the document at hand, 
preferably gross literary ones. Accordingly, I now present a second 
taxonomy, this one encompassing chapters 1—30 and 85-90 of Gene¬ 
sis Rabbah. 

This far larger sample is worked out on the basis of the citation 
and placement of the key verse of a given unit of discourse. We deal 
with the traits of the opening part of a unit of discourse (or clearly 
distinct segments of the unit of discourse thereafter). We now use as 
our taxonomic criterion the location of the key verse—that is, the 
verse of the chapter of Genesis that is subject to exegesis in some 
way or other. I cannot think of a more superficial and formal taxo¬ 
nomic criterion than that. In what follows, then, to begin with we 
distinguish units of discourse in which a key verse is cited and then 
explained, from units of discourse in which discussion proceeds 
along different lines, e.g,, with the key verse cited at the end. What 
we see is that the taxa employed just now—based upon the function 
of a unit of discourse—turn out to serve equally well to differentiate 
and categorize units of discourse as the ones followed in this unit, 
framed in relationship to gross formal and external traits of the pas¬ 
sage at hand. 

The taxa employed here are explained and then instances in 
which units of discourse exhibit the definitive traits are listed. Once 
again, we discover the striking fact that all the conceptual compo¬ 
nents (paragraphs) of Genesis Rabbah exhibit remarkable conceptual 
cogency. All units of discourse turn out to conform to one or another 
of a severely limited repertoire of formal possibilities, just as, we 
saw earlier, they conform to an equally narrow range of logical- 
conceptual ones. I am inclined to think the possibilities for so eco¬ 
nomical a taxonomy constitute the single most important result of 
this inquiry. But, as we shall see at the end, we cannot lose sight of 
our main point, which is to compare the way in which framers of 
units of discourse in Genesis Rabbah did their work with the way in 
which framers of units of discourse in the Talmud of the Land of Is¬ 
rael carried out theirs. 

1. Citation of the key verse + materials amplifying or expand¬ 
ing that key verse. These materials take up the word-for-word exe- 


88 



... AS COMPILATIONS OF EXEGESES ARE TO SCRIPTURE 

gesis of the key verse, cited at the outset of the discourse. Amplifica¬ 
tion may be through citation of other verses. 


1:4D 

9:10 

17:2 

22:11 

2:3 

9:11 

17:3 

22:12 

2:4A 

9:12 

17:4 

23:2 

2:5 

9:13 

17:5 

23:3 

3:1 

9:14 

17:6 

23:4 

3:6 

10:1 

18:2 

23:5B-C 

3;6D 

105B 

18:4 

25:1 

3:7 

11:1 

18:5 

25:2 

4:1 

12:1 

18:6 

26:4 

4:2 

12:3 

19:2 

26:5 

4:3 

12:4 

19:5 

27:4 

4:6A 

12:9 

19:6 

28:4 

4:7 

12:10 

19:8 

28:6 

5:1 A 

13:1 

19:9A 

28:8C 

5:6 

13:2 

20:4 

29:1 

5:8 

13:7 

20:5 

29:3-4 

5:9 

13:8 

20:6B 

30:1 

6:1B 

14:2 

20:7 

30:5 

6:2 

14:3 

20:8 

30:7 

6:3 A 

14:4 

20:9 

30:8 

6:5A 

14:5 

20:10 

30:9 

6:6 

14:6 

20:11 


6:9 

14:7 

20:12 

85:4 

7:1 

14:9 

21:5 

85:7 

7:2A 

14:10 

21:6 

85:9 

7:4 

15:2 

21:8 

85:10 

7:5A 

15:3 

21:9 

85:11 

8:12A, C, D 

15:4 

22:3 

85:13 

9:3 

15:5 

22:5 

85:14 

8:5A 

16:2 

22:6A-E, I 

86:2 

9:6 

16:3 

22:7 

86:3 

9:7 

16:4 

22:8 

86:6:B-D 

9:8 

16:5 

22:9 

87:8 

9:9 

16:6 

22:10 

88:2 
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88:4 

89:4 

90:2 

90:5A 

88:5 

89:5 

90:3 

90:6 

88:6 

89:9 

90:4 



2. Citation of the key verse + materials amplifying or expand¬ 
ing the theme or topic of the key verse. These materials do not take 
up the word-for-word exegesis of the key verse, cited at the outset. 


2:1 

13:12 

22:13 

85:6 

2:2 

13:14 

23:1 

85:8 

5:2 

13:16 

23:5A 

85:12 

7:5B 

13:17 

23:6 

86:1 

8:3 

14:1 

24:1 

86:4 

8:4 

15:1 

24:2 

86:5 

8:8 

15:6 

24:4 

86:6A 

8:9 

15:7 

24:5 

87:1 

8:11A 

17:1 

24:6 

87:4 

8:12B 

18:1 

24:7 

87:5 

8:13 

18:3 

25:2 

87:6 

10:3 

19:1 

26:1 

87:7 

10:4 

19:3 

26:2B 

87:9 

10:8 

19:7 

26:3 

87:10 

10:9 

19:10 

28:1 

88:1 

11:2 

19:11 

26:2 

88:3 

11:9 

19:12 

28:5 

88:7 

11:10 

20:1 

30:1 

89:1 

12:1 

20:2B 

30:4 

89:6 

12:5 

20:3 

30:6 

89:7 

12:6 

20:6A 

30:10 

89:8 

12:15 

21:1 


90:1 

12:16 

21:7 

85:1 

90:5B 

13:3 

22:1 

85:2 


13:9 

22:2 

85:3 


13:10 

22:4 

85:5 



3. Discourse leading up to the citation of the key verse, e.g., an 
invented speech, or a parable. This type lacks other introductory 
matter. The key verse then comes at the end, as the climax rather 
than the precipitant of discourse. 
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1:3B 

7:3 

1:12 

9:2 

2:4fi 

12:2 

3;6B 

12:13 

4:5 

20:2A 

5:7A 

21:2 


21:3 

--- 

21:4 

87:2 

26:2 A 

87:3 

27:2 

89:2 

29:5 

89:3 

30:2 



4. Rabbi opened/commenced + citation of a verse + parsing 
and exegesis of the cited verse through citation of intersecting 
verses. The key verse is not at hand and not cited, but it is subject 
to allusion through its topic or theme. There is then secondary ex¬ 
pansion, general discourse without word-for-word citation of verses, 
often ending with citation of the key verse. 


1:1 

1:7 

5:1B 

9:1 

1:2 

3:2 

6:1A 

10:2 

1:5 

3:3 

8:1 

16:1 

1:6 

3:8 

8:2 

24:3 

5. Key verse not 

cited at all. In 

these instances the passage at 

hand is left behind 

in the construction of a unit 

of discourse. The 

placing of the (already constructed) unit of discourse then is not be- 

cause the composer of the chapter 

imagined the 

unit served for a 

close reading of the 
theme or conception 

passage at hand, but because of an intersecting 

i. 

1:3A 

3:6C [from: 

6:7 

11:3 

1:4A-C 

Judah b. 

6:8 

11:4 

1:8, 9 

R. Simon] 

7:2B 

11:5 

MOB 

3:9 

8:5 

11:6 

[from: Bar 

4:4 

8:6 

11:7 

Qappara] 

4:6B, C, D 

8:7 

11:8 

1:11 

5:3 

8:10 

12:7 

1;13A 

5:4 

8:1 IB 

12:8 

1:13B 

5:5 

9:4 

12:11 

1:14 

5:7B 

9:5B, C 

12:12 

1:15 

6:3B 

10:5A 

12:14 

3:4 

6:4 

10:6 

13:4 

3:6A 

6:5B, C 

10:7 

13:5 
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13:6 

17:8 

26;2C 

28:3 

13:11 

19:4 

26:6 

28:7 

13:13 

19:9B 

26:7 

28:8A-B 

13:15 

22:6F-H 

27:1 

29:2 

17:7 

23:7 

27:3 



The alternative taxonomy yields results strikingly close to those al¬ 
ready presented. When we ask whether or not a verse or key word 
is cited, and, if so, where and for what purpose, we turn out to lo¬ 
cate two main types of units of discourse: (1) a great number in 
which the key word or verse is cited, (2) a few in which the key 
verse is not cited. Among the former we find close counterparts to 
familiar taxa. 

The taxon encompassing units of discourse in which a key verse is 
cited and then given word-for-word exegesis takes in precisely the 
same sorts of units of discourse as fall into the category of exegesis of 
Scripture (or the Mishnah). 

The formal taxon composed of units of discourse in which there is 
a citation of the key verse followed by amplification or expansion on 
the theme of the verse, without word-for-word exegesis, corresponds 
to the substantive taxon of units of discourse presenting amplifica¬ 
tion on the meaning of a given verse of Scripture (or the Mishnah). 

The third formal taxon normally constitutes a mere variation on 
the second. That is, the location of the key verse—fore or aft 
—makes no difference in the principle of cogency established within 
the unit of discourse. These entries normally serve a purpose no dif¬ 
ferent from the one met by the foregoing. 

The most interesting taxon is the one in which there is use of a 
key word, opened, followed by discussion along self-evidently con¬ 
ventional lines of structure. This so-called proem turns out to corre¬ 
spond exactly to our earlier, Talmudic taxon in which a unit of dis¬ 
course expands on problems of Scripture (or the Mishnah pericope) 
through the composition of a well-conceived and cogent essay, 
framed of cited verses of Scripture (or passages of the Mishnah) and, 
sometimes, secondary expansion in more general, topical terms. So 
here the substantive or functional principle of taxonomy produced 
by the Talmud and the formal one in the present exercise produce 
virtually identical results. 

To summarize: If we differentiate units of discourse through the 
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use and placement of key verses or words we discover that that prin¬ 
ciple of taxonomy produces pretty much the same results as those 
attained when we ask about the purpose or function of a unit of dis¬ 
course. That is to say, the real point of differentiation is not the posi¬ 
tion of the key verse, or even whether it is cited, but whether or not 
it is amplified in a direct way. The compositions that begin "Rabbi X 
opened" materials may or may not cite the key verse at the outset. 
They are distinctive because they ignore it and deal solely with its 
theme or topic—just as do the units of discourse we earlier called 
“expansion on problems of Scripture." Taxonomically the results are 
the same. 


WAYS NOT TAKEN 

Only when we compare to the choices made by others the work of 
the earliest rabbinic compilers of scriptural exegeses shall we appre¬ 
ciate their distinctiveness. That they clearly made choices, doing 
one thing and not some other, becomes evident when we see how 
others did the same sort of thing. The task at hand, once more, is in 
two parts; composing a thought, joining one thought to another, that 
is, in context, (1) making up an exegesis of a verse of Scripture, (2) 
collecting exegeses of Scripture into compositions or collections. We 
proceed very rapidly to review commonplace facts. 

We remind ourselves, to begin with, that exegesis of Scripture 
was routine and ubiquitous even in the times in which various books 
of the Hebrew Bible were coming into being. A simple instance of 
the so-called “internal-biblical” exegetical mode, for example, is 
given by a contrast of Ps. 106:32-33 and Num. 20:2-13. The former 
of the two passages supplies a motive for the action described in the 
latter. We begin with the story, as narrated at Num. 20:10-13: 

And Moses and Aaron gathered the assembly together before the 
rock, and he said to them, “Hear now, you rebels; shall we bring forth 
water for you out of this rock?” And Moses lifted up his hand and 
struck the rock with his rod twice; and water came forth abundantly, 
and the congregation drank, and their cattle. And the Lord said to Mo¬ 
ses and Aaron, “Because you did not believe in me, to sanctify me in 
the eyes of the people of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this as¬ 
sembly into the land which I have given them." These are the waters 
of Meribah, where the people of Israel contended with the Lord, and 
he showed himself holy among them. 
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Why then did Moses strike the rock? The foregoing account at best 
suggests an implicit motive for his action. The author of Ps. 
106:32-33 makes it explicit: “They angered him at the waters of 
Meribah, and it went ill with Moses on their account; for they made 
his spirit bitter, and he spoke words that were rash.” Now what is 
important in this instance is simply the evidence of how, within the 
pages of the Hehrew Scriptures themselves, a program of exegesis 
people call midrash reaches full exposure. Furthermore, wc need 
not hunt at length for evidence of the work of collecting such exer¬ 
cises in exegesis—of rewriting an old text in light of new considera¬ 
tions or values. Such a vast enterprise is handsomely exemplified by 
the book of Chronicles which, instead of merely commenting on 
verses, actually rewrites the stories of Samuel and Kings. Obviously, 
neither of these two biblical cases—the one of exegesis, the other of 
composition or compilation of exegeses—bears any close relation¬ 
ship to the problem at hand. Both serve merely to provide instances 
of the antiquity of both making up and also purposefully compiling 
exegeses of Scripture. 

To gain perspective on the present materials, we turn to two fairly 
systematic efforts at compiling exegeses of Scripture specifically in 
order to make some polemical point. These present us with parallels 
to what is at hand in the work of the earliest composers of exegeses 
within the rabbinic movement. In both cases we see how things 
were done. These instances therefore demonstrate how exegetes and 
compilers might have carried out their work. Recalling the exercises 
already completed, we ask two questions. First, what is the charac¬ 
ter of the unit of discourse? Second, how are the units of discourse 
put together into a large-scale composition? For the answers to both 
of these questions pertinent to Genesis Rabbah may be simply 
stated. Units of discourse are framed so as either (I) to explain or (2) 
to amplify verses of Scripture. They are compiled in the order of the 
verses as they occur in the biblical passage at hand—two simple 
facts. Shall we now dismiss them as obvious, concluding this was the 
natural way to do things? Or shall we regard as reflective and delib¬ 
erate the ways in which the framers of units of discourse of Genesis 
Rabbah composed their ideas, and the ways in which the redactors 
then put the units together, following the order of verses of Genesis 
itself? These questions find answers only in the comparisons now 
quickly to be carried out. 
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We turn first to two passages of exegesis, one of Hosea, the other 
of Nahum, found in the Essene Library of Qumran. As presented by 
Geza Vermes (The Dead Sea Scrolls in English [Harmondsworth, 
1975], 230-33), the exegeses do form something we might call a col¬ 
lection, or at least a chapter, that is, a systematic treatment of a 
number of verses in sequence. Vermes's presentation is as follows: 

Commentary on Hosea 

In this interpretation, the unfaithful wife is the Jewish people, and 
her lovers are the Gentiles who have led the nation astray. 

"[She knew not that] it was I who gave her [the new wine and 
oil], who lavished [upon her silver] and gold which they [used for 
Baal]’’ (2:8). 

Interpreted, this means that [they ate and] were filled, but they forgot 
God who. . . . They cast His commandments behind them which He 
had sent (by the hand of] His servants the Prophets, and they listened 
to those who led them astray. They revered them, and in their blind¬ 
ness they feared them as though they were gods. 

''Therefore 1 will take hack my corn in its time and my wine [in its 
season]. I will take away my wool and my flax lest they cover [her 
nakedness]. I will uncover her shaine l)efore the eyes of [her] lov¬ 
ers [and] no man shall deliver her from out of my hand” (2:9-10). 

Interpreted, this means that He smote them with hunger and naked¬ 
ness that they might be shamed and disgraced in the sight of the na¬ 
tions on which they relied. They will not deliver them from their 
miseries. 

"I will put an end to her rejoicing, [her feasts], her [new] moons, 
her Sabbaths, and all her festivals” (2:11). 

Interpreted, this means that [they have rejected the ruling of the law, 
and have] followed the festivals of the nations. But [their rejoicing 
shall come to an end and] shall be changed into mourning. 

"1 will ravage [her vines and her fig trees], of which she said, 
‘They are my wage [which my lovers have given me]'. I will make 
of them a thicket and the [wild beasts] shall eat them. . . .” (2:12). 

Commentary on Nahum 

For a correct understanding of the interpretation of Nahum 2:12, the 
reader should bear in mind the biblical order that only the corpses of 
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executed criminals should be hanged (Deut. 21:21). Hanging men 
alive, i.e., crucifixion, was a sacrilegious novelty. Some translators 
consider the mutilated final sentence unfinished, and render it: “For a 
man hanged alive on a tree shall be called. ...” The version given 
here seems more reasonable. 

“[Where is the lions’ den and the cave of the young lions?]” (2:11). 

[Interpreted, this concerns] ... a dwelling-place for the ungodly of 
the nations. 

“Whither the lion goes, there is the lion’s cub, [with none to dis¬ 
turb it]” (2;lib). 

[Interpreted, this concerns Deme]trius king of Greece who sought, 
on the counsel of those who seek smooth things, to enter Jerusalem, 
[But God did not permit the city to be delivered] into the hands of 
the kings of Greece, from the time of Antiochus until the coming of 
the rulers of the Kittim. But then she shall be trampled under their 
feet. , . . 

‘The 1 ion tears enough for its cubs and it chokes prey for its lion¬ 
esses” (2:12a). 

[interpreted, this] concerns the furious young lion who strikes by 
means of his great men, and by means of the men of bis council. 

“[And chokes prey for its lionesses; and it fills] its caves [with 
prey] and its dens with victims” (2:12a-b). 

Interpreted, this concerns the furious young lion [who executes re¬ 
venge] on those who seek smooth things and hangs men alive, [a thing 
never done] formerly in Israel. Because of a man hanged alive on [the] 
tree, He proclaims, "Behold I am against [you, says the Lord of 
Hosts],” 

“[I will bum up your multitude in smuke], and the sword shall de¬ 
vour your young lions. I will [cut off] your prey [from the earth]” 
(2:13): 

[Interpreted] . . . “your multitude” is the bands of his army . . . and 
his “young lions” are ... his “prey” is the wealth which [the priests] of 
Jerusalem have [amassed], which . . . Israel shall be delivered. . . . 

“[And the voice of your messengers shall no more be heard]” 
(2:13b). 

[Interpreted] . . . his “messengers” are his envoys whose voice shall no 
more be heard among the nations. 
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We simply cannot categorize these several "units of discourse” 
within the established framework of taxonomy suitable for the Tal¬ 
mud and Genesis Rabbah. For we do not have (1) a word-for-word 
or point-by-point reading, in light of other verses of Scripture, of the 
verses that are cited, let alone (2) an expansion on the topics of the 
verses. What we have is an entirely different sort of exegesis, 
namely, a reading of the verses of Scripture in light of an available 
scheme of concrete events. The exegete wishes to place into rela¬ 
tionship to Scripture things that have happened in his own day. 

If the generative principle of exegesis seems alien, the criterion of 
composition as a whole is entirely familiar. It falls within the second 
Yerushalmi taxon given above (84). The composer wished to present 
amplifications of the meaning of a verse of Scripture, not word-for- 
word or phrase-for-phrase interpretations. He also has not con¬ 
structed a wide-ranging discussion of the theme of the verse such as 
we noted in the more philosophical taxon (86), let alone a mere an¬ 
thology (87). 

This is the main point: the framer of the passage selected a mode 
of constructing his unit of discourse wholly congruent with the pur¬ 
pose for which, to begin with, he undertook the exegesis of the pas¬ 
sage. He wished to read the verses of Scripture in light of events. So 
he organized his unit of discourse around the sequence of verses of 
Scripture under analysis. Had he wanted, he might have provided a 
sequential narrative of what happened, then inserting the verse he 
found pertinent, thus: ‘X happened, and that is the meaning of (bib¬ 
lical verse) Y.” Such a mode of organizing exegeses served the school 
of Matthew, but not the framer of the text at hand. I do not know 
why, except that everything done in early circles of Christian Jews 
lacks precedent in antecedent cultural-religious conventions. In any 
event the construction at hand is rather simple. The far more com¬ 
plex modes of constructing units of discourse in Genesis Rabbah 
serve a different purpose. They are made up, moreover, of different 
approaches to the exegesis of Scripture. So we see that the purpose 
of exegesis makes a deep impact upon not only the substance of the 
exegesis, but also, and especially, upon the mode of organizing the 
consequent collection of exegeses. 

Obviously, there were diverse ways both of undertaking scriptural 
exegesis and of organizing the collections of such exegeses. In the 
setting of examples of these other ways in which earlier Jews had re¬ 
sponded to verses of Scripture and then collected and organized 
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their responses, we see that there was more than a single compel¬ 
ling way in which to do the work. It follows that the way in which 
the framers of Genesis Rabbah did the work was not predictable. 
Their mode of organization and composition therefore is not to be 
taken for granted. It represented a distinctive choice among avail¬ 
able possibilities. Whether or not the people who did things this 
way rather than in some other had self-consciously examined the 
possibilities before them—knowing, for instance, what had been 
done, not only by the Essenes of Qumran hut also by others in their 
scriptural community—is inconsequential. That our sages could 
have done things in other ways is demonstrated by the simple fact 
that others did things differently from them. 

It may now be fairly argued that the rather episodic sets of exege¬ 
ses presented to us by the Essene library of Qumran cannot be com¬ 
pared to the sustained and purposeful labor of both exegesis and 
composition revealed in the earliest rabbinic collection, Accord¬ 
ingly, let us turn, for a second exercise of comparison, to an exeget- 
ical passage exhibiting clear-cut and fixed forms of rhetoric, both of 
the exegetical passage itself, and of the composition of several exe- 
getical passages into a large-scale discourse—hence, units of dis¬ 
course to be compared with units of discourse of Genesis Rabbah. 
We find in the literary composition of the school of Matthew a pow¬ 
erful effort to provide an interpretation of verses of Scripture in line 
with a distinct program of interpretation. Furthermore, the selec¬ 
tion and arrangement of these scriptural exegeses turn out to be 
governed by the large-scale purpose of the framers of the document 
as a whole. 

To illustrate these two facts, I present four parallel passages, in 
which we find a narrative, culminating in the citation of a verse of 
Scripture, hence a convention of formal presentation of ideas, style 
and composition alike. In each case, the purpose of the narrative is 
not only fulfilled in itself, but also in a subscription linking the nar¬ 
rative to the cited verse and stating explicitly that the antecedent 
narrative serves to fulfill the prediction contained in the cited verse, 
hence a convention of theological substance. We deal with Matthew 
1:18-23, 2:1-6, 2:16-18, and 3:1-3. 


MT. 1:18-23 

Now the birth of Jesus Christ took place in this way. When his 
mother Mary had been betrothed to Joseph, before they came to- 
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gether she was found to be with child of the Holy Spirit; and her hus¬ 
band Joseph, being a just man and unwilling to put her to shame, re¬ 
solved to divorce her quietly. But as he considered this, behold, an 
angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream, saying, “Joseph, son of 
David, do not fear to take Mary your wife, for that which is conceived 
in her is of the Holy Spirit; she will bear a son, and you shall call his 
name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.” All this took 
place to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: "Behold, a 
virgin shall conceive and hear a son, and his name shall be called Em¬ 
manuel” {which means, God with us). 


MT. 21-6 

Now when Jesus was horn in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of 
Herod the king, behold, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, 
saying, “Where is he who has been bom king of the Jews? For we 
have seen his star in the East, and have come to worship him.” When 
Herod the king heard this, he was troubled, and all Jerusalem with 
him; and assembling all the chief priests and scribes of the people, he 
inquired of them where the Christ was to be bom. They told him, “In 
Bethlehem of Judea; for so it is written by the prophet: ’And you, O 
Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, arc by no means least among the rul¬ 
ers of Judah, for from you shall come a ruler who will govern my peo¬ 
ple Israel. 

MT. 216-18 

Then Herod, when he saw that he had been tricked by the wise 
men, was in a furious rage, and he sent and killed all the male children 
in Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under, 
according to the time which he had ascertained from the wise men. 
Then was fulfilled what was spoken by the prophet Jeremiah: “A voice 
was heard in Ramah, wailing and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping 
for her children; she refused to be consoled, because they were no 
more. ’’ 

MT. 31-3 

In those days came John the Baptist, preaching in the wilderness of 
Judea, "Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.” For this is he 
who was spoken of by the prophet Isaiah when he said, “The voice of 
one crying in the wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make his 
paths straight." 


The four passages, as I said, show us a stunningly original mode of 
linking exegeses. The organizing principle derives from the se- 
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quence of events of a particular biography, rather than the sequence 
of verses in a given book of Scripture or of sentences of the Mish- 
nah. The biography of the person under discussion serves as the ar¬ 
chitectonic of the composition of exegeses into a single statement of 
meaning. This mode of linking exegeses—that is, composing them 
into a large-scale collection, such as we have at hand in the earliest 
rabbinic compilations—shows us another way than the way taken at 
Qumran, on the one side, and among the fifth and sixth centuries’ 
compilers of rabbinic collections of exegeses, on the other. Else¬ 
where (Journal of Jewish Studies 25 [1974]:263) I have shown that a 
few stories about the life of Hillel were linked to a sequential set of 
verses of Deut. 15:lff. Perhaps someone may have thought of link¬ 
ing events of Hillel’s life to a contiguous group of verses. But no 
“life” of a sage of antiquity forms the base line for a composition, 
whether made up of exegeses, or (more likely) of legal opinions. 
There are a few chapters in the Mishnah, e g,, M, Kelim chapter 
24, that systematically express the generative principle of a single 
authority; there are many pericopes (units of discourse) framed 
around opinions of a single authority, and a great many around dis¬ 
agreements between two or more fixed names, But these are not 
comparable. 

The passages of Matthew, therefore, indicate a clear-cut, distinc¬ 
tive choice on how to compose a "unit of discourse.” The choice is 
dictated by the character and purpose of the composition at hand. 
Since the life of a particular person—as distinct from events of a par¬ 
ticular character—forms the focus of discourse, telling a story con¬ 
nected with that life and following this with a citation of the biblical 
verse illustrated in the foregoing story constitutes the generative 
and organizing principle of the several units of discourse, all of them 
within a single taxon. The taxon is not only one-dimensional. It also 
is rather simple in both its literary traits and its organizing principle. 
We discern extremely tight narration of a tale, followed by a citation 
of a verse of Scripture, interpreted only through the device of the 
explicit joining language: this (1) is what that (2) means. 

What we see so clearly in the work of the school of Matthew is a 
simple fact. The work of making up units of discourse and the labor 
of collecting these units of discourse together express a single princi¬ 
ple, make a single statement, carry out the purposes of a single po¬ 
lemic. Let me give proper emphasis to this simple result. 

Three things go together: (1) the principles of exegeses, (2) the 
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purposes of exegeses, and (3) the program of collecting and arrang¬ 
ing exegeses. 

That is the fact of Matthew. It is true of Sifra. In time to come, 
detailed analysis of the various compilations of biblical exegeses pro¬ 
duced at diverse places and times within Judaism, from the fifth 
century to the eighteenth, will tell us whether or not it is so later on 
as well. Meanwhile it suffices to observe that, in the present in¬ 
stance, what people wished to say about the meaning of a verse of 
Scripture and why they then proposed to collect what they had said 
into cogent compositions cohere. When we can say in connection 
with other compilations of scriptural exegeses what we think gener¬ 
ated comments on biblical verses, and how composing these particu¬ 
lar comments on these selected verses into compilations or composi¬ 
tions made sense to composers, we shall be well on the way to 
describing, analyzing, and interpreting the context—the life-situa¬ 
tion—of those documents. 

At this elementary stage in our work, I claim to explain only the 
original context in which sages first compiled collections of scriptural 
exegeses: midrash (of the rabbinical sort) in context. That is the pro¬ 
gram of the concluding chapter. But before we proceed to the final 
element in this account, let us stand aside and ask one further ques¬ 
tion on the traits of collections ol scriptural exegeses accomplished 
by rabbis. It concerns those compilations other than Genesis 
Kabbah, with which we have dealt in detail. 1 refer specifically to 
the collections of exegeses generally supposed to have been worked 
out later than Genesis Kabbah, in the fifth and sixth centuries. I now 
shall offer an encompassing typology of all of the compositions schol¬ 
ars agree belong to the period of late antiquity, before the rise of Is¬ 
lam, In this way I place into a single taxonomic pattern the entire 
repertoire of compilations, and not only the exegetical collections, 
the context of which is here shown to be defined by the work on the 
Mishnah accomplished by the Talmud of the Land of Israel. 

THE THREE TYPES OF COMPILATIONS 
OF EXEGESES OF SCRIPTURE 

Once a new kind of composition came into being, its own conven¬ 
tions and aesthetic were bound to undergo development in fresh 
ways, not limited by the ones established at the outset. The mode of 
compiling biblical exegeses, to be sure, would persist along the lines 
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originally laid out in Genesis Rabbah. Accordingly, the redaction of 
exegeses in accord with the layout of a book of Scripture established 
a permanent editorial convention. But the sorts of materials gath¬ 
ered and, more important, the way in which units of discourse were 
composed to begin with would move in quite novel directions. The 
taxonomy established for the Talmud of the Land of Israel and Gen¬ 
esis Rabbah therefore proves of little use in analyzing further compi¬ 
lations. It is the point of origin alone, the original context of compos¬ 
ing a hook of exegeses of a book, that comes under the illumination 
of a shared taxonomy. From that moment, the Talmud of the Land 
of Israel went one way, in the direction of growth and expansion 
solely through commentary. The making of collections of exegeses, 
beginning with Genesis Rabbah, went quite a different way. Later 
compilers indeed took the direction of imitation and replication of 
the original editorial genre. But they laid emphasis upon the utiliza¬ 
tion of units of discourse of a type strikingly remote from the nar¬ 
rowly exegetical ones familiar to us from Genesis Rabbah. When, 
therefore, we reach the further compilations of exegeses generally 
assigned to the last two centuries of late antiquity, that is, the two 
hundred years prior to the Moslem conquest of the Middle East, in¬ 
cluding the Land of Israel, our original thesis reaches the end of its 
usefulness. The history of the formation of compositions of biblical 
exegeses moves forward—I should imagine—along lines dictated by 
its own inner logic, whether literary, aesthetic, apologetic, or theo¬ 
logical. But I cannot say what that logic may have been. 

As I said, the task hefore us is rapidly to bring into relationship 
with the taxonomy suitable for Genesis Rabbah all of those other 
compilations of biblical exegeses produced by the rabbinical sages in 
the fifth and sixth centuries. These fall into three groups, each one 
defined by the type of unit of discourse favored by its compilers. We 
differentiate among the collections in a very simple way. We know 
that, in the exegetical compilations in general, there are two types of 
units of discourse: (1) exegetical and (2) discursive. The former work 
through the words or phrases of a verse of Scripture, The latter take 
up and present wide-ranging and speculative essays on a theme. 
Only incidentally, if at all, do they intersect with the particular 
verse of Scripture that serves to link the entire construction to its 
larger redactional context as a collection of exegeses organized 
around a particular book. 
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For the reader’s convenience, let me first list the three types of 
compilations of exegeses of Scripture, in accord with the present 
system of classification. (The appendix presents sample chapters of 

each). 

1. Compositions based on dose reading and interpretation of 
verses of Scripture, one after the other: 

Mekhilta (to parts of Exodus) 

Sifra (to Leviticus) 

Sifre Numhers 
Sifre Deuteronomy 

2. Compositions made up of both dose reading of verses of Scrip¬ 
ture and also speculative discourse on scriptural themes, not 
merely specific verses: 

Genesis Rabbah 
Leviticus Rabbah 

3. Compositions made up mainly of speculative discourse on 
scriptural themes, rather than dose reading of specific verses 
of Scripture: 

Lamentations Rabbah 
Esther Kabbah I 
Fesikta de Kab Kahana 
Songs Kabbah 
Ruth Kabbah 

The eleven compilations of scriptural exegeses generally supposed 
to have been produced by the end of the sixth century may be di¬ 
vided into three groups in accord with the two types of units of dis¬ 
course their respective composers drew together. (1) One group 
consists of collections of comments upon Scripture that are narrowly 
exegetical. These deal with words and phrases, at most with com¬ 
plete verses. Rarely, if ever, do they generalize or expand discourse 
to encompass a single theme as unpacked in numerous verses of 
Scripture. (3) The opposite extreme is marked by collections of exe¬ 
geses of verses of Scripture that are topical. These units of discourse 
are focused upon the exposition of a given theme through wide- 
ranging allusions to a great variety of verses. (2) The middle range of 
compilations is made up of collections of both types of material. 

In the appendix 1 give a sample chapter of each of the eleven 
compilations of exegeses of Scripture believed to have come to clo¬ 
sure before the end of the sixth century. The reader will readily ob- 
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serve that the first four, centered on Pentateuchal hooks, fall into 
the category of predominantly exegetical compilations, I shall have 
more to say about this group in the concluding section. 

The next two form a middle group. Genesis Rabbah, we know, 
presents a fair balance between the two types of units of discourse, 
with a tendency toward the narrowly exegetical. Leviticus Rabbah 
favors the more broadly discursive sort of unit of discourse, though 
it does contain the other kind. 

The remaining five compilations exhihit only passing connections 
to particular verses of Scripture. They are made up of units of dis¬ 
course of a quite different sort from those that predominate in the 
collections of Pentateuchal exegeses, inclusive of Genesis Rabbah 
and Leviticus Rabbah. 

The setting and purpose for which these sorts of units of wide- 
ranging discourse—general rather than narrowly exegetical—were 
made up and then composed into large-scale collections define prob¬ 
lems for future investigation. The simple equation on which this 
chapter rests simply is not relevant to them. They are in no way like 
the Talmud of the Land of Israel in their approach to the problem of 
Scripture. But they are very much like Genesis Rabbah, the center 
of our interest, in its approach to the problem of Scripture. That is 
to say, they take as a critical mode of discourse saying things 
through incessant, indeed obsessive, citation of biblical verses. And 
that is the critical definition of a compilation of exegeses of 
Scripture. 

We now have no tested means of dating the various compilations 
before us. The most recent systematic discussion of all of them, the 
several articles by M. D. Heer in Encyclopaedia Judaica, takes the 
plausible position that the Talmud of the Land of Israel stands aloof 
from the materials of these compilations in general. Hence, Heer 
generally holds, they all come after the closure of that document. 
The order in which Heer lists them, which I follow, is to start with 
type I, the compositions made up almost entirely of narrowly exe¬ 
getical units of discourse and to end up with type 3, the compila¬ 
tions of almost entirely discursive ones. We cannot demonstrate that 
that is the chronological order in which the documents reached their 
present condition. To be sure, it may be regarded as more "reason¬ 
able” to approach them in this order. But we cannot show that it is 
the order in which the collections actually reached closure. 
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Accordingly, the classification of the documents on the face of it 
rests on no historical evidence. It is a classification based on timeless 
traits of preferences among types of materials to be collected and ar¬ 
ranged. We do not know when those various units of discourse 
themselves were composed. Nor can we say that people thought it 
better to do one kind before they chose to make up the other. It is 
not to be taken for granted that people who did the one would not 
do the other. I emphasize the simple proposition that the sort of 
unit of discourse that is used bears remarkable correspondence to 
the purpose for which units of discourse are collected and strung to¬ 
gether. Would that we could state the reasons why people made up 
the collections of exegeses at hand—their points of emphasis and in¬ 
sistence, recurrent issues, restated propositions, persistent and ob¬ 
sessive concerns! Then we should have a measure of insight into the 
problems that might have generated both the gathering of units of 
discourse and—in the nature of things—and also the making up of 
units of discourse to register the besought propositions. But at this 
time we have no knowledge whatsoever of the large and unifying 
traits, the evident polemic of the composers or collectors, revealed 
throughout a document. So these indicators to define a single com¬ 
pilation of exegeses remain for future inquiry. 

I proposed earlier that the authors of the Sifra wished to make 
quite specific statements about the appropriate origin of the laws 
contained (also) in the Mishnah. But my judgment of the matter 
rests upon an analysis of less than a third of the entire document. 
The pertinent evidence, moreover, by no means covers the surface 
of tbe Sifra, but only a part of it. Accordingly, at best I could sug¬ 
gest, on the basis of a sample, what I thought collectors and framers 
of the entirety of the document wished to say. It remains to be dem¬ 
onstrated through a complete analysis of the whole. And for all the 
other compilations, we do not even have so much as a thesis worthy 
of inquiry—even impressions or intelligent guesses. 

Let me give a second instance of a sort of question awaiting in¬ 
quiry. We begin with the simple fact that framers of collections of 
exegeses of Scripture ordinarily selected as the framework of orga¬ 
nizing units of discourse (whatever the characteristics of the units of 
discourse) the order of the verses of a book of Scripture. That was 
the self-evident mode of organizing discourse for the Essene exegete 
at Quin ran, working on Hosea and Nahum (among other books). It 
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seems the obvious way to the composer of all the Pentateuchal com¬ 
pilations of exegeses as well. That choice might appear to us natural 
and predictable—if we did not find a document the organizer of 
which rejected that principle in favor of some other. Now we have a 
compilation, Pesikta de Rab Kahana, that rejects the mode of orga¬ 
nizing units of discourse in accord with the order of verses of Scrip¬ 
ture, which is characteristic of the other ten collections. The framer 
of Pesikta de Rab Kahana instead arranged materials as he thought 
they pertained to the sacred calendar. Perhaps what this represents 
is a logical third step in the unfolding of redactional principles. First 
comes a close reading of a verse of Scripture, arranged in accord 
with the order of verses of Scripture. Then comes a discursive treat¬ 
ment of a general theme of Scripture, no longer bound to the limits 
of a particular verse, yet organized in line with the order of verses. 
Why stick so close to the order of verses, if discourse moves far be¬ 
yond the bounds of any one verse? Once the substance broadens, 
the principle of organizing units of discourse may shift away from 
particular verses of Scripture altogether. That is a natural third step. 
For aggregates of materials around a given theme or topic, rather 
than around a given verse of Scripture, may just as well be com¬ 
bined in accord with schema quite separate from the order of verses 
of a given book of the Hebrew Scriptures. In such a case, what does 
it matter whether the schema derives from the holy days of the year 
or from some other construct altogether? 

To conclude: if, as I imagine, there are points of insistence, if the 
compilers of the materials wished to make particular points or state¬ 
ments by collecting units of discourse serviceable to make these 
statements, if the writers of units of discourse furthermore had in 
mind laying emphasis upon a given proposition rather than some 
other—if all of these things are so, not a single one of them has yet 
sustained investigation. Nor do the purposes of my argument in this 
book require that we do more than point toward the vast, as yet 
unexplored, territory of darkness lying beyond the illuminated 
boundaries of the present argument and its requirements. The allu¬ 
sions to the probable polemic of the Sifra and to the likely problem¬ 
atic represented by the (in context) odd mode of organization chosen 
for Pesikta de Rab Kahana therefore serve only a modest purpose. I 
mean to point out that the framing of the compilations of exegeses, 
and, we now surmise, the making up of what is to be collected and 
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organized—the unit of discourse itself—present occasions for analy¬ 
sis of each of the compilations in its own terms. What I think 1 have 
shown for Genesis Rahbah suggests points of entry into the study of 
other compilations of exegeses. But the traits of all compilations 
await description, analysis, and interpretation. It is sufficient to 
point to some definitive qualities awaiting closer attention than has 
yet gone to them. I refer, first, to traits of comparison and contrast 
between one compilation and another, affording the possibility of 
large-scale taxonomy. I mean, second, traits of insistence and em¬ 
phasis, making likely further inquiry into the interplay hetween exe¬ 
geses and contexts. That is the main point of interest to me, the en¬ 
counter between the story of the rabbinic exegesis of Scripture and 
the history of the Jewish people. Those intellectuals among the Jew¬ 
ish people who undertook the exegesis and proposed therefore to 
make sense of that history form the point of interest. For they made 
Judaism. 


... AS COMPILATIONS OF EXEGESES 
ARE TO SCRIPTURE 

The equation that forms the center of inquiry thus far has served 
for analysis of the types of units of discourse in Genesis Rabbah. The 
reason is that that compilation presents a striking balance between 
the two types of units of discourse. We may now take one step fur¬ 
ther, however, guided by two important facts. First, one of the prin¬ 
cipal exegetical interests of the Talmud of the Land of Israel focuses 
upon finding biblical foundations for Mishnaic rules. Associated with 
this interest, second, is the determination to supply a close reading 
of the sentences of the Mishnah paragraph itself. These are striking 
decisions, in light of the indifference to the same issues and exeget¬ 
ical style of other framers of units of discourse and other composers 
of such units into compilations. Accordingly, we note that a persis¬ 
tent trait of units of discourse of the Talmud of tbe Land of Israel is a 
close reading of one text in light of the other, of the Mishnah in light 
of Scripture. 

Now when we review the repertoire of units of discourse of the 
Sifra, Siffe Numbers, and Sifre Deuteronomy, compilations of exe¬ 
geses of Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, we are struck, first 
of all, by their taxonomical uniformity. Nearly all units of discourse 
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fall into the same taxon, for they take up a single issue, the close 
reading of a verse of Scripture. A fair portion of them, moreover, 
belongs within a single sub-classification, for they examine the rela¬ 
tionship of that verse to laws (also) found in the Mishnah. These 
three collections, overall, may therefore serve as a mirror image and 
counterpart of the numerous units of discourse of the Talmud of the 
Land of Israel which do the same thing in reverse: close reading of a 
passage of the Mishnah, with attention to the relationship of that 
passage to a verse of Scripture. 

In a rather general wav, therefore, we observe that the equation 
at hand holds for the other compilations of exegeses on Pentateuchal 
books, that is, Sifra and the two Sifres, for Leviticus, Numbers, and 
Deuteronomy, just as it does for Genesis and, in diminished mea¬ 
sure, Leviticus, in Genesis Rabbah and Leviticns Rabbah, 
respectively. 

If Mekhilta de R. Ishmael could be shown to derive from the pe¬ 
riod at hand, the Pentateuchal repertoire would be complete. Most 
authorities maintain that Mekhilta indeed is contemporary with Sifra 
and the two Sifres. But sufficient grounds for doubt exist to prevent 
further discussion of that collection in this context. Specifically, Ben 
Zion Wacholder, “The Date of the Mekilta de-Rabbi Ishmael,” He¬ 
brew Union College Annul 39 (1968), 117, calls into question the as¬ 
sumption that that composition derives from the authorities behind 
the Mishnah cited therein by name and maintains that the composi¬ 
tion is pseudepigraphic and “may not be dated much later than the 
year 800." While I am puzzled by some of Wacholder’s procedures 
(see my Development of a Legend [Leiden: Brill, 1970], xiii-xiv, n. 
1), I believe the question long settled has been reopened by him. 
But so far as I know, no one has yet questioned the prevailing as¬ 
sumption that Sifra, Sifre Numbers, and Sifre Deuteronomy derive 
from the period at hand, though opinion is divided on what part of 
the period (we speak, after all, of five hundred years!). Still, it would 
appear that one phase in compiling exegeses of Scripture saw the 
provision of such collections for most, or possibly all, of the Torah of 
Moses, the Pentateuch. 

We may now take yet one step further. The compilations of exe¬ 
geses subjecting sequences of particular verses of Scripture to close 
reading—Sifra, Sifre Numbers, Sifre Deuteronomy, in particular— 
bear comparison to a very particular part of the Talmud of the Land 
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of Israel. In a landmark monograph, The Talmud of Caesarea , Sup- 
plement to Tarhiz 2 (Jerusalem, 1931, in Hebrew), Saul Lieberman 
demonstrated that three Talmudic tractates, the ones devoted to 
civil law, Baba Qamma, Baba Mesia, and Baba Batra, are different 
from the other thirty-six of the Yerushalmi. The code of civil law 
reached closure in Caesarea, ca. 350, that is, about a half-century 
before the other thirty-six tractates were finished. Study of these 
three tractates shows that they differ from all the others not only in 
the many ways outlined by Lieberman, but in an aspect strikingly 
relevant to our inquiry. 

Specifically, the tractates of Caesarea are made up of only two 
sorts of material. These are, first, units of discourse that take up the 
language of the Mishnah passage at hand and subject it to a close 
and careful reading, and, second, units of discourse that cite perti¬ 
nent complementary materials of the Tosefta and do the same to 
those passages. Accordingly, the tractates of Caesarea are composed 
of units of discourse of a narrowly exegetical character, and of such 
units of discourse alone. (The exceptions to the rule are statistically 
negligible.) In this context we observe that the composers of the ex¬ 
egetical compilations, on Pentateuchal law, the aforementioned Sifra 
for Leviticus, Sifres for Numbers and Deuteronomy, respectively, 
exhibit a similar preference for units of discourse of one kind—that 
same kind only. That point of preference is such as to suggest an 
equation along the lines of the one under investigation: 

Caesarean tractates of Yerushalmi Sifra and Sifre 

The Mishnah (of those tractates) Scripture (Lev., Num., Deut.) 

We have traveled so far from our original point of departure that 
it again is time to recapitulate the main argument. This may be done 
with appropriate economy, 

First, types of units of discourse that we find in the Talmud of the 
Land of Israel and the ones that comprise Genesis Rabbah fall into 
precisely the same categories and only into those categories. As just 
now noted, types of units of discourse in tractates of the civil law 
and those that make up Sifra and the two Sifres likewise exhibit the 
same monothetic taxonomical traits. 

Second, these simple facts of taxonomy then are to be joined to a 
further datum. It is generally supposed that the work of composing 



MIDRASH IN CONTEXT 


the first rabbinic collection of exegeses of Scripture to take up non- 
legal portions of the Pentateuch (or any other part of the Hebrew Bi¬ 
ble), Genesis Rabbah, came at about the same time as the labor of 
composing the Talmud of the Land of Israel. Whatever the origin of 
the materials brought together and formed into a composition, the 
final composition turns out to be made up of materials framed in ac¬ 
cord with the same principles of cogent discourse and, hence, for 
the purpose of the same sort of exegesis, as the ones in the Talmud 
of the Land of Israel. Taxonomically, all that changes is the docu¬ 
ment subjected to exegesis (as well, of course, as what is said about 
it). Because the modes of thought and discourse turn out to exhibit 
precisely the same definitive traits and only those traits, they sustain 
a remarkably monothetic taxonomy. Third, that is why I propose the 
simple equation: 

The Talmud of the Land of Israel is to the Mishnah as compila¬ 
tions of exegesis are to Scripture. 

Now that that fact has been shown to be sound, we explore its 
consequences for the interpretation of the shared context of both the 
Talmud of the Land of Israel and books made up of compositions of 
exegeses. To state the ultimate question simply: we now wish to ask 
about the historical circumstances in which the work of creating 
both the larger part of the Talmud of the Land of Israel and some of 
the collections of scriptural exegeses took place. The inquiry into 
context turns to the rapid description of social and political, intellec¬ 
tual (that is, theological), literary, and religious dimensions of the 
national life of Israel in the Land of Israel. For the life of the nation 
is lived in many dimensions: in society, in mind, in imagination, in 
the heart and soul. Among them all we seek the measure of 
midrash . 
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5 

Revelation, Canon, 
and Scriptural Authority 

NATIONAL CONTEXT: ISRAEL IN THE 
LAND OF ISRAEL IN THE AGE OF 
THE MAKING OF THE TALMUD 
AND COMPILATIONS OF 
SCRIPTURAL EXEGESES 

The path from literary analysis to religious insight leads through 
the history of the community. The context addressed by the sacred 
writings, old and new, and sustained by the theological convictions 
and religious experience contained in them, defines the issues, so 
governs the content of the faith. To speak of the Torah of Israel, 
therefore, we have first to address the condition of the nation of Is¬ 
rael, the Jewish people. Accordingly, to interpret conviction, we be¬ 
gin with a description of context. True, conviction resists reduction 
to the status of a mere function of circumstance. Truth is truth. Rev¬ 
elation is not contained in what merely takes place by accident in 
time. But the believing community wrote books in some one place, 
at some specific time, not elsewhere and on another day. So we 
have to ask ourselves, why at just this time and in just this place did 
sages (or some of them) think it important to say just what they said 
to Israel? And first we have to speak of who the people of Israel 
were, and what was happening to them, in that place and in that 
day, in which rabbis made the statements now before us. 

For nearly everyone in the Roman world the most important 
events of the fourth and fifth centuries, the period in which the Tal¬ 
mud of the Land of Israel and collections of exegeses were coming 
into being, were, first, the legalization of Christianity, followed very 
rapidly by the adoption of Christianity as the state’s most favored re¬ 
ligion, and then by the delegitimization of paganism (and systematic 
degradation of Judaism). The astonishing advent of legitimacy and 
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even power provoked Christian intellectuals to rewrite Christian 
and world history and work out theology in reflection on this new 
polity and its meaning in the unfolding of human history. A new 
commonwealth was coming into being, taking over the old and 
reshaping it for the new age. In 312 C.e. Constantine achieved 
power in the West. In 323 he took the government of the entire Ro¬ 
man empire into his own hands. He had promnlgated the edict of 
Milan in 313, whereby Christianity attained the statns of toleration, 
Christians and all others were given “the free power to follow the re¬ 
ligion of their choice.” In the next decade Christianity became the 
most favored religion. Converts from Judaism were protected and 
could not he punished by Jews. Christians were freed of the obliga¬ 
tion to perform pagan sacrifices. Priests were exempted from certain 
taxes. Sunday became an obligatory day of rest. Celibacy was per¬ 
mitted. From 324 onward Constantine ceased to maintain a formal 
impartiality, now intervening in the affairs of the Church, settling 
quarrels among believers, and calling the Church Council at Nicaea 
(325) to settle issues of the faith. He was baptized only on the eve of 
his death in 337. Over the next century the pagan cults were de¬ 
stroyed, their priests deprived of support, their intellectuals bereft 
of standing. 

So far as the Jews of the Land of Israel were concerned, not much 
changed at the Milvian Bridge in 312, when Constantine conquered 
in the sign of Christ. The sages’ writings nowhere refer explicitly to 
that event. They scarcely gave testimony to its consequences for the 
Jews, and continued to harp upon prohibited relationships with “pa¬ 
gans” in general, as though nothing had changed from the third cen¬ 
tury to the fourth and fifth. Legal changes affecting the Jews under 
Constantine’s rule indeed were not substantial. Jews could not pros¬ 
elytize; they could not circumcise slaves when they bought them; 
Jews could not punish other Jews who became Christians. Jews, fi¬ 
nally, were required to serve on municipal councils wherever they 
lived, an onerous task involving responsibility for collecting taxes. 
But those who served synagogues, and patriarchs and priests, were 
still exempted from civil and personal obligations. In the reign of 
Constantius III (337-361), further laws aimed at separating Jews 
from Christians were enacted, in the Canons of Elvira of 339. These 
forbade intermarriage between Jews and Christians, further pro¬ 
tected converts, and forbade Jews to hold slaves of Christian or 
other gentile origin. 
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The reversion to paganism on the part of the emperor Julian, ea. 
360, brought a measure of favor to Jews and Judaism. To emhar- 
rass Christianity, he permitted the rebuilding of the Temple at 
Jerusalem. But he died before much progress could be made. In the 
aftermath of the fiasco of Julian’s reversion to paganism, the Chris¬ 
tians, returning to power, determined to make certain such a calam¬ 
ity would never recur. Accordingly, over the next century they un¬ 
dertook a sustained attack on the institutions and personnel of 
paganism in all its expressions. The long-term and systematic effort 
eventually overspread Judaism as well. From the accession of 
Theodosius II in 383 to the death of his son, Arcadius, in 408, Juda¬ 
ism came under attack. In the earlier part of the fifth century, Jews’ 
rights and the standing of their corporate communities were sub¬ 
stantially affected. The patriarchate of the Jews of the Land of Israel, 
the ethnarch and his administration, was abolished. So from the turn 
of the fifth century, the government policy meant to isolate Jews, 
lower their status, and suppress their agencies of self-rule. 

Laws against intermarriage posed no problem to the Jews. The 
ones limiting proselytism and those protecting converts from Juda¬ 
ism did not affect many people. But the edicts that reduced Jews to 
second-class citizenship did matter. They were not to hold public of¬ 
fice, hut still had to sit on city councils responsible for the payment 
of taxes. Later, they were removed from the councils, though re¬ 
maining obligated, of course, for taxes. Between 404 and 438 Jews 
were forbidden to hold office in the civil service, represent cities, 
serve in the army or at the bar, and ultimately were evicted from 
every public office. In all, the later fourth and fifth centuries for Is¬ 
rael in its land marked a time of signilieant change. Once a mere 
competing faith, Christianity now became paramount. The period 
from Julian’s fall onward, moreover, presented to Israel problems of 
a profoundly religious character. To these we now turn. 


RELIGIOUS CONTEXT: THE CRISIS OF 
TRIUMPHANT CHRISTIANITY AND 
THE APOLOGETIC TASK 

There were five events of fundamental importance for the history 
of Judaism in the fourth and fifth centuries. All of them but the last 
were well-known in their own day. These were as follows: (1) the 
conversion of Constantine, (2) the fiasco of Julian's plan to rebuild 
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the temple of Jerusalem, (3) the depaganization of the Roman em¬ 
pire, a program of attacks on pagan temples and, along the way, syn¬ 
agogues, (4) the Christianization of the majority of the population of 
Palestine, and (5) the creation of the Talmud of the Land of Israel 
and of compositions of scriptural exegeses. The Talmud and the exe- 
getical compilations came into being in an age of high crisis, hope, 
and then disaster. Vast numhers of Jews now found chimerical the 
messianic expectation, as they had framed it around Julian’s plan to 
rehuild the Temple. So it was a time of boundless expectations fol¬ 
lowed by bottomless despair. 

Let us briefly review from the present perspective the four events 
that framed the setting for the fifth, starting with Constantine s con¬ 
version. The first point is that we do not know how Jews responded 
to Constantine s establishment of Christianity as the most favored 
religion. But in the Land of Israel itself his works were well-known, 
since he and his mother purchased many sites believed connected 
with Israel’s sacred history and built churches and shrines at them. 
They rewrote the map of the Land of Israel. Every time they han¬ 
dled a coin, moreover, Jews had to recognize that something of fun¬ 
damental importance had shifted, for the old pagan images were 
blotted out as Christian symbols took their place—public events 
indeed! 

A move of the empire from reverence of Zeus to adoration of 
Mithra meant nothing; paganism was what it was, lacking all differ¬ 
entiation in the Jewish eye. Christianity was something else. It was 
different. It was like Judaism. Christians read the Torah and claimed 
to declare its meaning. Accordingly, the trend of sages' speculation 
cannot have avoided the issue of the place, within the Torah’s messi¬ 
anic pattern, of the remarkable turn in world history represented by 
the triumph of Christianity. Since the Christians now celebrated 
confirmation of their faith in Christ’s messiahship, and, at the mo¬ 
ment, Jews were hardly prepared to concur, it falls surely within 
known patterns for us to suppose that Constantine's conversion 
would have been identified with some dark moment to prefigure the 
dawning of the messianic age. 

If, second, people were then looking for a brief dawn, the em¬ 
peror Julian s plan to rebuild the ruined Temple in Jerusalem must 
have dazzled their eyes. For while Constantine surely raised the 
messianic question, for a brief hour Emperor Julian appeared deci- 
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sively to answer it. In 361 the now-pagan Julian gave permission to 
rebuild the Temple. Work briefly got underway, but stopped be¬ 
cause of an earthquake. The intention of Julian’s plan was quite ex¬ 
plicit. Julian had had in mind to falsify the prophecy of Jesus that 
not one stone of the temple would be left upon another. We may 
take for granted that, since Christ’s prophecy had not been proven 
false, many surely concluded that it indeed had now been shown 
true. We do not know that Jews in numbers drew the conclusion 
that, after all, Jesus really was the Christ. Many Christians said so. 
In the next half-century, Palestine gained a Christian majority. 
Christians were not slow to claim their faith had been proved right. 
We need not speculate on the depth of disappointment felt by those 
Jews who had hoped that the project would come to fruition and 
herald, instead of the Christian one, the Messiah they awaited. 

Third, as we noted above, the last pagan emperor’s threat to 
Christianity made urgent the delegitimization of paganism. The for¬ 
mation of a new and aggressive policy toward outsiders caught Juda¬ 
ism in the net too. To be sure, Jews were to be protected. But the 
sword unsheathed against the pagan cult places, if sharp, was untu¬ 
tored. It was not capable of discriminating among non-Christian cen¬ 
ters of divine service. Nor could those who wielded it, zealots of the 
faith in church and street, have been expected to. The non-Christian 
Homan government protected synagogues and punished those who 
damaged them. Its policy was to extirpate paganism but protect a 
degraded Judaism. But the faithful of the church had their own 
ideas. The assault against pagan temples spilled over into an ongoing 
program of attacking synagogue property. 

Still worse from the Jews’ viewpoint, a phenomenon lacking much 
precedent over the antecedent thousand years now came into view: 
random attacks on Jews by reason of their faith, as distinct from or¬ 
ganized struggles among contending and equal forces, Jewish and 
other mobs. The long-established Roman tradition of toleration of 
Judaism and of Jews, extending back to the time of Julius Caesar and 
applying both in law and in custom, now drew to a close. A new 
fact, at this time lacking all basis in custom and in the policy of state 
and Church alike, faced Jews: physical insecurity in their own vil¬ 
lages and towns. So Jews synagogues and their homes housed the 
same thing, which was to be eradicated: Judaism. A mark of excep¬ 
tional piety came to consist in violence against Jews’ holy places, 
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their property and persons. Coming in the aftermath of the triumph 
of Christianity, on the one side, and the decisive disproof of the 
Jews’ hope for the rebuilding of the Temple, on the other, was the 
hitherto-unimagined war against the Jews, In the last third of the 
fourth century and the beginning of the fifth, this war raised once 
again those questions about the meaning and end of history that 
Constantine, at the heginning of the age at hand, had forced upon 
Israel’s consciousness. 

Fourth, at this time there seems to have been a sharp rise in the 
numbers of Christians in the Holy Land. Christian refugees from 
the West accounted for part of the growth. But we have stories 
about how Jews converted as well. The number of Christian towns 
and villages dramatically increased. If Jews did convert in sizable 
numbers, then we should have to point to the events of the preced¬ 
ing decades as ample validation in their eyes for the Christian inter¬ 
pretation of history. Jews had waited nearly three hundred years, 
from the destruction in 70 C.e. to the promise of Julian. Instead of 
being falsified, Jesus’ prophecy had been validated. No stone had 
been left on stone in the Temple, not after 70, not after 361, just as 
Jesus had said. Instead of a rebuilt Temple, the Jews looked out on a 
world in which now even their synagogues came under threat, and, 
along with them, their own homes and persons. What could be 
more ample proof of the truth of the Christians’ claim than the 
worldly triumph of their Church? Resisted for so long, that claim 
called into question, as in the time of Bar Kokhba, whether it was 
worth waiting any longer for a messiah that had not come when he 
was most needed. With followers proclaiming the messiah who had 
come now possessing the world, the question could hardly be 
avoided. 

No one may argue that, hecause a fair part of the population of the 
Land of Israel, possibly including numbers of Jews, evidently 
adopted Christianity after the conversion of Constantine, (particu¬ 
larly in the aftermath of the failure of Julian’s plan to build the Tem¬ 
ple, and tbe beginning of the Christian war against synagogue build¬ 
ings and the start of chronic Jewish insecurity) the population that 
converted did so on account of the cumulative effect of these events. 
Why claim post hoc, ergo propter hoc ? We merely observe a famil¬ 
iar pattern: (I) messianic hope, (2) post-messianic disillusion, (3) 
book. This pattern had played itself out two hundred years earlier, 
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in the second century, the time of the Bar Kokhba war, messianic 
war, post-war disillusion, the Mishnah. Along these same lines, we 
notice in the later fourth and fifth centuries, (1) the messianic hope, 
aroused by Julian, (2) the deep disappointment consequent upon the 
failure to rebuild the Temple, and (3) the composition of both the 
Talmud of the Land of Israel and also important collections of scrip¬ 
tural exegeses, particularly including Genesis Rabbah, constructed 
of materials of essentially the same intellectual fabric. It is in this 
context that we interpret the formation of these fundamental docu¬ 
ments of Judaism in the Land of Israel. 

What were the tasks to be carried out through the writing of these 
books in behalf of, and within, the Jewish community, to which the 
framers addressed their work? First and foremost, there was the one 
brought to the forefront by the calamities of the later fourth and fifth 
centuries: apologetics. Whether or not the Christians now pointed 
to historical events as proof that Jesus indeed had been Christ, and 
that Israel-after-the-flesh had been punished for rejecting him as the 
Messiah, we do not know. These messages to be sure were stan¬ 
dard. But we cannot demonstrate that, in just these decades, Jews 
paid attention to them. Still, they did not have to turn to Christian 
critics to tell them what they surely recognized on their own. Isra¬ 
el’s condition in its own land proved ever more parlous. The status 
of “the Torah ’ declined, and, with it, the standing and security of Is¬ 
rael. Whatever the world may have said, Jews themselves surely 
had to wonder whether history was headed in the right direction, 
and whether indeed the Christians, emerging from within Israel 
itself, may not initially have been right. For the Empire now 
was Christian. Israel’s most recent bout with the messianic fever 
had proved disastrous. Julian’s Temple had not been built. If, as 
is surely likely, some Jews thought that the building of that Tem¬ 
ple would mean the Messiah was near at hand—or in fact had come 
—then the failure to build the Temple meant the Messiah was not 
near, or never would come in the way Jews expected. The require¬ 
ment to construct an apologetics therefore emerged from the condi¬ 
tion of Israel, whether or not, in addition, Christian polemicists had 
a hearing among Jews. 

If, now, we inquire into what in fact sages did at that time, the an¬ 
swer is clear. They composed the Talmud of the Land of Israel as we 
know it. They collected exegeses of Scripture and made them into 
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systematic and sustained accounts of, initially, the meaning of the 
Pentateuch {assuming dates in these centnries for Sifra, the two 
Sifres, Genesis Rabbah and Leviticus Rabbah). So on the face of it 
we have to ask about the utility, for the larger apologetic exercise, of 
the editorial work done at that time. 

When we recall what Christians had to say to Israel, we may find 
entirely reasonable the view that compiling scriptural exegeses con¬ 
stituted part of a Jewish apologetic response. For one Christian mes¬ 
sage had been that Israel ‘after the flesh” had distorted and continu¬ 
ally misunderstood the meaning of what had been its own Scripture. 
Failing to read the Old Testament in the light of the New, the pro¬ 
phetic promises in the perspective of Christ s fulfillment of those 
promises, Israel “after the flesh” had lost access to God’s revelation 
to Moses at Sinai. If we were to propose a suitably powerful, yet ap¬ 
propriately proud, response, it would have two qualities. First, it 
would supply a complete account of what Scripture had meant, and 
always must mean, as Israel read it. Second, it would do so in snch a 
way as not to dignify the position of the other side with the grace of 
an explicit reply at all. 

The compilations of exegeses accomplished at this time assuredly 
take up the challenge of restating the meaning of the Torah revealed 
by God to Moses at Monnt Sinai. This the sages did in a systematic 
and thorough way. At the same time, if the charges of the other side 
precipitated the work of compilation and composition, the conse¬ 
quent collections in no way suggest so. The issues of the documents 
are made always to emerge from the inner life not even of Israel in 
general, but of the sages’ estate in particular. Scripture was thor¬ 
oughly rabbinized, as earlier it had been Christianized. None of this 
suggests the other side had won a response for itself. Only the net 
effect—a complete picture of the whole, as Israel must perceive the 
whole of revelation—suggests the extraordinary utility for apologet¬ 
ics, outside as much as inside the faith, served by these same compi¬ 
lations. And that utility is discerned only by us, long after the fact 
and only in general. 

In this same context we also observe that the rabbis' insistence on 
the authority of traditions in addition to Scripture, laws contained 
then in the Mishnah and whatever other documents sages treasured, 
had long provoked a further polemic. The other side held that Israel 
not only could not read and understand the ancient revelation of 
God to Moses at Mount Sinai. Israel furthermore had changed and 
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falsified that revelation. This was by adding things not in the Old 
Testament or by changing the substance of the law through appeal 
to other sources of truth than Sinai. A ready answer to this critique, 
surely deriving from within Israel, emerged from the systematic 
provision of biblical proof-texts for the Mishnah. To claim that peo¬ 
ple looked for proof-texts for the Mishnah in order to know what to 
answer the other side is excessive. Ample motivation for undertak¬ 
ing the same search was simply that Jews, as much as outsiders 
within the larger scriptural commonwealth, were asking the same 
questions. So in doing what they did for the Mishnah, sages indeed 
provided a suitable reply, at least for themselves. 

A still more powerful apologetic for Judaism emerged from the 
implicit conviction, everywhere present and always taken for 
granted in sages’ writings, that things in ancient times were pre¬ 
cisely as they had emerged in the life of present-day Israel. The in¬ 
sistence of all compilations of scriptural exegeses as much as of the 
Talmud was that ancient Israel had always lived in accord with the 
rabbis’ vision of Israel. The innocent anachronism, projecting back¬ 
ward patterns of belief and behavior of sages’ own world and time, of 
course is to be expected. Any other conception in context was un¬ 
thinkable, But the uses of anachronism are many. One important in¬ 
stance, in the present argument, as we shall see, turns out to be the 
identification of David, in particular, as a rabbi and as the model for 
the rabbis of the later age as well. But David was also the Messiah’s 
progenitor, so the Messiah would be like a rabbi. Given the crisis of 
faith precipitated by the triumph of Christianity and the disappoint¬ 
ment of the messianic hope of Judaism, we may hardly wonder at 
the uses to which this particular expression of the prevailing anach¬ 
ronism might be put in the salvific debates of the age. 

The framers of both the Talmud and collections of scriptural exe¬ 
geses naturally took for granted that the world they knew in the 
fourth and fifth centuries had flourished a thousand and more years 
earlier. The values they embodied and the supernatural powers they 
fantasized for themselves were predictably projected backward onto 
hiblical figures. The ubiquitous citation of biblical proof-texts in sup¬ 
port of both legal and theological statements shows the mentality of 
the sages. In their imagination, everything they said stood in direct 
continuity with what Scripture had stated. Biblical and rabbinical 
authorities lived on a single plane of being, in a single age of shared 
discourse. 
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Now to proceed to interpret the matter at hand, we have to step 
aside for a moment and review the point of emphasis of the Mish- 
nah’s system. Only then do we see the transformation effected over 
two hundred years. The Mishnah had presented a system of sanctifi¬ 
cation. Its emphasis lay upon the creation of a world of order and 
stability, perfected as the world had been at the moment of its origi¬ 
nal creation. When the world was wholly in place, then, as when 
God had made the world, God would finish the world and sanctify 
it. Now when we address the questions of Messiah, the meaning and 
end of history, the rescue of Israel from its political circumstance, 
we deal not with sanctification but with the salvation of Israel—a 
different dimension of being and of meaning altogether. Sanctifica¬ 
tion constitutes a category of ontology; salvation, an issue of escha¬ 
tology and so of ongoing history. To be holy is to be. To be saved is 
to be saved from something and for something. The language of the 
Mishnah is a language of holiness, and the language at hand, with its 
interest in events and their meaning, with history and eschatology, 
is a language of salvation. So we have to recognize that the issues, at 
least as I attempt to outline them, testify to a massive shift, from a 
system of stasis and sanctification, with slight interest in historical 
events, to a system of movement toward salvation, with intense at¬ 
tention to what was happening. 

If, then, we speak no longer of sanctification but rather of salva¬ 
tion, we now recognize what has changed. Exegesis of Scripture, 
with attention to the particular, Messianic (Davidic) passages at 
hand, signals a shift in the depths of sages’ conception of what is im¬ 
portant. That is why what is consequential in this emphasis upon (to 
us) anachronistic exegesis is the theory of salvation thereby given its 
clearest statement. What was the rabbis’ view of salvation? Seeing 
Scripture in their own model, they took the position that the Torah 
of old, its supernatural power and salvific promise, in their own day 
continued to endure among themselves. In consequence, the prom¬ 
ise of salvation contained in every line of Scripture was to be kept in 
every deed of learning and obedience to the law effected under their 
auspices. To be sure they projected backward the things they cher¬ 
ished in an act of (to us) extraordinary anachronism. But in their 
eyes they carried forward, to their own time, and themselves 
embodied the promise of salvation for Israel contained within the 
written Torah of old. 
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In this aspect the mode of thought and the consequent salvific 
proposition conformed to the model revealed likewise in the Gospel 
of Matthew. The reason Scripture was cited, for both statements 
on Israel’s salvation—that of Matthew, that of the exegetical compo¬ 
sitions—was not to establish or validate authority alone. Rather, it 
was to identify what was happening at just that time with what had 
happened long ago. The purpose then was not merely to demon¬ 
strate and authenticate the bona fide character of a new figure of sal¬ 
vation. It was to show the continuity of the salvific process. The 
point is that the figure at hand was not new at all. He stood as a re¬ 
newed exemplar and avatar of Israel’s eternal hope, now come to full 
realisation—a very different thing. Authenticity hardly demanded 
demonstration of scriptural origin. That was the datum of the more 
extreme claim laid down in the profoundly anachronistic reading ac¬ 
corded to Scripture. In finding sages in the (written) Torah, there¬ 
fore, the sages of the exegetical compositions and the Talmud im¬ 
plicitly stated a view of themselves as the continuation and model of 
the sanctified wav of life of the written Torah. It followed that the 
pattern and promise of salvation contained therein found full em¬ 
bodiment in their teachings and way of life. That is the meaning of 
the explicit reading of the present into the past. It is the implicit 
arrogation of the hope of the past to the salvific heroes of the pres¬ 
ent: themselves. 

Who can imagine, therefore, a more powerful apologetic to offer 
the disappointed, indeed despairing community of Israel than the 
simple one contained in the sages’ systematic reading and exposition 
of the meaning of the ancient Scriptures of Israel? To be sure, we do 
not know who listened to the apologetic. But the Jewish nation in¬ 
deed continued in its land down to the Sasanian Persian and later 
Arab conquests and beyond. The nation took an active part in the 
wars of the early seventh century; it remained numerous and effec¬ 
tive, So someone must have heard the sages’ message, or the nation 
surely would have disintegrated and amalgamated into the new Is¬ 
rael, now everywhere triumphant. 

The labor of exegesis takes on still more concrete interest when 
we make explicit the salvific message contained within the method 
itself, I mean, the methodical reading of the old in terms of the new 
life of Israel, the Jewish nation. To state matters simply, if Moses, 
our rabbi, ’ and David, King of Israel, were (as sages everywhere 
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claimed) like a rabbi today, then a rabbi today stood as successor to 
the throne of Moses, our rabbi, and reveal God’s will. A rabbi today 
could be the son of David who was to come as King of Israel. It is 
not surprising, therefore, that among the many biblical heroes 
whom the rabbis treated as sages, principal and foremost was Mo¬ 
ses, treated as the model of the rabbi, and David, made into a mes¬ 
sianic rabbi or a rabbinical Messiah. David as the sage of the Torah 
served as avatar and model for the sages of their own time. That 
view was made explicit in detail. If, for instance, a rabbi was jealous 
to have his traditions cited in his own name, it was because that was 
David’s stated view as well. In more general terms, both David and 
Moses are represented as students of Torah, just like the disciples 
and sages of the current time. Here is one minor example. 

Y. Sanhedrin 2:6. [IV. A] It is written, “And David said longingly, ‘O 
that someone would give me water to drink from the well of Bethle¬ 
hem [which is by the gate]”' (1 Chron. 11:17). 

[B] R. Hiyya bar Ba said, “He required a teaching oflaw." 

[C] “Then the three mighty men broke through [the camp of the Phi¬ 
listines]” (1 Chron. 11:18). 

[D] Why three? Because the law is not decisively laid down by fewer 
than three. 

The triviality of the foregoing instance of the rabbinization of scrip¬ 
tural heroes, including David himself, should underline the larger 
importance of the process. It is simply taken for granted that David 
was a rabbi. If he wanted water, it could only mean, the "water of 
the Torah.” If he sent three soldiers, it was because three judges 
were needed. So the military tale is turned into a Torah story. Ev¬ 
ery detail of the verses of Scripture is read in the light of a totally 
alien program. 

This sort of rereading of Scripture encompassed a vast number of 
passages. What is important for our argument is that, in particular, 
Moses and David were turned into principal rabbis and models for 
the rabbis of the new age. No one could miss the deep meaning. 
Through representing Moses, David, and other biblical heroes as 
they did, the framers of the exegetical compilations and of the Tal¬ 
mud provided a considerable body of evidence of Israel’s continuing 
hope. For, through the labor of exegesis of Mishnah and Scripture 
alike, sages themselves turned out to do those very things that the 
ancient, and coming, saviors of Israel had done, and would again do 
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in time to come. Moses and David in the long-ago past and in the 
age to come, and sages here and now—all formed part of the super¬ 
natural basis for the single, certain hope for Israel. In this context, 
the framing of exegeses of Scriptures and the collection of such exe¬ 
geses into holy books constituted an act heavy with salvific meaning 
and promise. 

We note, finally, one further aspect of the utility of the resort to 
exegesis of Scripture in the apologetic venture. In addition to en¬ 
demic anachronism, we observe something far more accessible, both 
then and now, to us as outsiders to the rabbinic system: a concern 
for the close and careful explanation of words and phrases. We may 
well be struck by the interest in the mere facts of the meaning of 
words and phrases, proved by perfectly reasonable resort to data 
made available by other words and phrases, the meaning of which 
was already known. The very facticity of discourse should not be 
missed. It too bears meaning. For the numerous passages in the col¬ 
lections of exegeses in which theological exegeses—through apolo¬ 
getics, dogmatics, mere homiletics, or historical anachronism— 
dominate are outweighed hy the still more numerous ones of a dif¬ 
ferent sort. In these more common exegeses there is a clear claim 
that any reasonable and informed person must read things in this 
way and not in some other. What is particular to the rabbinic per¬ 
spective thus competes with what may prove acceptable to outsiders 
as well. 

The apologetic use of this second sort of reading of the ancient 
verses of Scripture, the one we may characterize as philological or, 
at least, other-than-theological, is now to be specified. It makes pos¬ 
sible a second sort of discourse. If the theological passage is to ad¬ 
dress the insider, the philological kind (in the mind of the insider at 
least) speaks to the world at large. This other, general mode of dis¬ 
course about Scripture serves to persuade the insider that outsiders, 
reasonable and informed people, may well accept what the exegete 
has to say. A powerful apologetic—addressed, self-evidently, to the 
believer—thereby emerges. What we say about Scripture’s mean¬ 
ings is reasonable and demonstrable, not merely to be believed by a 
private act of faith. It is to be critically examined, assented to by 
shared reason. So the claim of the exegete to provide mere facts 
supplies the most powerful apologetic. Transforming convictions 
into (mere) facts serves to reenforce the faith of the believer, beyond 
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all argument from revelation, let alone historical confirmation. 
How better to do this than work out exegeses serving to clarify, 
demonstrating through the appeal to self-evident proofs and incon¬ 
trovertible data of language. 

To whom is such exegesis serviceable in apologetics? The appeal 
to the plain meaning of Scripture and how it coincides with the par¬ 
ticular position, on the meaning of Scripture, taken by the apologist, 
serves in particular not the dominant but the subordinate party to 
the debate. The winning side may rearrange things, appropriate 
proof for their convictions as compelling as the very topography of 
the land and geography of the world. What better proof did Christi¬ 
anity’s exponents have to offer than the argument from history? 
Look at any coin, with its Christian symbol, and the facts come 
clear. Everything Christ had said was proved true. Reconstructing 
the geography of the Holy Land made the same point. Anything Is¬ 
rael (after the flesh) had hoped to see had turned out ashes and dust. 
Lacking access to, unable to change, the facts of reality, the rabbin¬ 
ical apologists through their approach to the reading of Scripture 
could appeal only to the facts of revelation, as (rightly) construed by 
them. These too, in the nature of things, constituted facts. They 
were, moreover, the only palatable facts left for the subordinate 
side. 

A glance backward at the way in which Aphrahat, sage of the op¬ 
pressed Christian Church of Iranian Babylonia not even a century 
earlier, had conducted his debate with the dominant Judaism of his 
locale provides a striking parallel. Writing ca. 330, during a time of 
severe Iranian persecution of Christianity, Aphrahat addressed the 
Jewish critics of the Church. If their arguments tempted the faithful, 
the Jews who pointed to the calamity affecting Christianity as evi¬ 
dence of the falsity of the claim of Christ to be Messiah only said out 
loud what some within the Church were thinking. Aphrahat’s mode 
of argument took the form of a stunningly reasonable reading of the 
shared statements—facts—of Scripture. He adduced the scriptural 
facts, on which all parties agreed, to prove that, despite the events 
of the hour, the Christians, not the Jews, truly understood and lived 
by the faith of Sinai. Appeal to facts shared by all parties, the claim 
to speak in accord with the canons of reason universally compelling 
for every side—these serve in particular the polemical requirements 
of the weak. The strong define logic for themselves and declare what 
is reasonable. 
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I need hardly point out that this perspective on the compilations 
of scriptural exegeses composed in the trying times of the fifth and 
sixth centuries is gained only by viewing them from very far away. It 
is not only post facto. Comparing two different sources of exege¬ 
ses—Aphrahat's and the sages’—centered on establishing facts and 
finding shared bases for difference is a very general argument in¬ 
deed. Still, when we consider that, from the fifth century onward, 
Jewish participants in the Jewish-Christian argument invariably con¬ 
ducted the debate through reference to Scripture, its language and 
facts, normally avoiding the confrontation with the miserable condi¬ 
tion of Israel in contrast to the triumphant success of Christianity, 
the comparison becomes compelling. For it is a commonplace to ob¬ 
serve that the institutions of the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries 
form the bridge from Middle Eastern antiquity to the medieval, 
hence modem, West. To that commonplace, 1 may add the sugges¬ 
tion that the main outlines of the Jewish-Christian argument of me¬ 
dieval and early modem times may be discerned in the form of the 
scriptural studies taken hy the fifth- and sixth-century sages. These 
were (1) close reading of verses of the Scripture, (2) composition of 
exegeses into large collections, (3) all the time pretending to no 
apologetic motive, but (4) claiming only to say what things really 
meant. 

That was, and would remain, the Jewish position, because, in the 
nature of things, the Jews, being weak, would always resort to the 
weapons of the weak: denial of the strength of the strong through ex¬ 
aggeration of the power of (shared) reason to coerce the strong to ac¬ 
commodate the weak. That position emerges less in the detail of 
what was said about Scripture than from two simple facts: first, how 
much was said about Scripture, and, second, how much effort would 
go into compiling and preserving what was said as a statement of 
what God had said, of what therefore was so. 


THEOLOGICAL AND CANONICAL CONTEXT: 

THE SAGE S EXEGESIS 
AND THE TORAH 

While framing collections of scriptural exegeses may have served 
a (to us) blatant apologetic purpose, the character of the collections 
themselves hardly suggests that that was the reason rabbis made 
them. It follows that the crisis for Judaism presented by the political 
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triumph of Christianity cannot define the context or generative con¬ 
siderations in which the documents came to formation. Nor may we 
claim that the documents were held authoritative within Judaism 
merely because we see in them the utility of having something to 
say to the wavering faithful. The exegetical documents were com¬ 
posed of statements on the meaning of Scripture. Where did these 
statements come from? Were they revealed? The framers of the doc¬ 
uments collected and presented as authoritative books these sets of 
statements on the meaning of Scripture. What status then did the 
composers of the collections claim for their books? Were they torah 
(revelation) and part of the Torah? Accordingly, both the contents of 
the compilations of scriptural exegeses and the collections them¬ 
selves make necessary an inquiry into the complementary contexts 
of a theological and canonical character, in which midrash as a mode 
of writing and of compiling a holy book took place. Let me now un¬ 
pack the two questions at hand. 

When a sage had framed an opinion on the meaning of a verse, 
whether supplying a close exegesis or constructing a wide-ranging 
discourse, and that sage, or others, had collected numerous exege¬ 
ses and strung them together into a collection, the status of the book 
surely had to be determined. Clearly, the authors or compilers 
claimed to state the meaning of Scripture. Was that book of imputed 
meanings—exegeses—held to be the same as Scripture, that is, a 
book of torah or revelation? The collection contained statements of 
the Torah, that is, citations of Pentateuchal writings, as well as au¬ 
thoritative judgments on the meanings of those statements. As such, 
the author, or the people who received the work and venerated it, 
may have regarded the whole as equivalent to the Torah. On the 
other hand, people knew the difference between the text of Scrip¬ 
ture, written down in a sacred scroll, and what authorities of their 
own day and age had to say about the meaning of the text. Did the 
distinction between media make a difference? The issue of the rela¬ 
tionship between collections of exegeses of Scripture and Scripture 
itself requires attention. The latter was revealed. What was the 
source of the former? The latter enjoyed the status of the word and 
will of God for Israel. Why pay attention to the former? At issue was 
the standing of the sage who made up the exegeses and collected 
them. 

The source and authority of the compilations of biblical exegeses 
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—revealed by God along with the Scripture subjected to exege¬ 
sis, or made up by men and in no way part of revelation—fur¬ 
thermore governed the complementary question of the status and 
authority of the collections of exegeses in relationship to the estab¬ 
lished “canon” of the Hebrew Scriptures—if there really was one. 
On the one side, if people conceded that the collections of exege¬ 
ses derived from God's word and expressed God's meaning in 
Scripture, then the compositions of exegeses demanded a place 
within the canon of authoritative sacred writings of Israel. On the 
other, if the collections of exegeses preserved the opinions of ordi¬ 
nary men, albeit sages of exceptional learning, then the canon need 
not open up to accommodate them. The issue of the source and au¬ 
thority of the exegeses, hence of the compositions made up of them, 
drew in its wake the closely related question of the place and stand¬ 
ing of the documents that contained and preserved these exegetical 
writings. Once more, the heart of the matter was the standing of the 
sage. 

The compilations before us present no answers to the questions at 
hand. Like other rahbinic documents, they do their business with 
remarkably little explanation implying self-consciousness. Within 
the bounds of the document itself, no effort goes into identifying the 
author and his authority, defining the nature of the work and its pur¬ 
pose, indicating the prospective audience for discourse and its de¬ 
sired response. Obviously, to the framers of the collections, the an¬ 
swers to these questions must have been obvious. But they do not 
tell us what they were. The reason, 1 think, is that all rabbinic docu¬ 
ments came to fullness within an established matrix of mind and 
imagination. Since everyone engaged in the work of formation and 
composition knew the meaning of the creation of any document, no 
one found it necessary to explain what he was doing. That is why, 
after the Mishnah itself, no document of formative Judaism—the 
writings of sages from the second through the seventh centu¬ 
ries—contains a full and complete account of itself, its context and 
intent. Except for the Mishnah, all rabbinic writings form fragments 
of a complete system, itself nowhere fully exposed in a single 
document. 

What then defines that matrix into which the collections of exege¬ 
ses of Scripture were bom, and to the configuration of which they 
too give evidence? Since these collections point elsewhere, they de- 
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pend upon facts outside of their own compositions for definition of 
what is collected within them. We turn forthwith to the ubiquitous 
figure everywhere in the wings. We now call to center-stage him 
who speaks in these collections: the rabbi himself. The issues of the 
status of the exegeses of Scripture collected in the documents at 
hand, the relationship of the collections themselves to the “estab¬ 
lished canon” the issue of revelation after Scripture—these are to be 
resolved only when we know the status, in Heaven and on earth, 
and the standing, in the context of Torah, of the sage. 


SCRIPTURE AND MISHNAH, MIDRASH 
AND TALMUD: THE CONTEXT 

No rabbinic document presents a complete account of the system 
of Rabbinic Judaism, and every rabbinic document presupposes a 
fully developed system. But if no book tells us how to grasp the sys¬ 
tem as a whole, then where shall we find it? The obvious locus for 
the discovery of the encompassing and definitive category, within 
which all else will find proper location and definition, surely lies in 
the name by which we call the thing itself. Since we speak of Rab¬ 
binic Judaism, we have ample reason to turn to the figure of the 
rabbi. In that figure we should find the center of gravity, the force 
that holds the whole together. In the authority of the rabbi we 
should uncover warrant for the inclusion of the compilations of exe¬ 
geses of Scripture into the Torah’s canon. In the supernatural stand¬ 
ing of the rabbi, we should perceive grounds for regarding the exe¬ 
geses themselves as torah, revelation, within the Torah. 

If, in the figure of the rabbi as he emerges in diverse rabbinic 
texts, we do not uncover answers to the questions about the status 
and authority of things rabbis wrote, we are not apt to find out else¬ 
where. For, as I said, the texts themselves presuppose that every¬ 
one knows what, in fact, lies wholly beyond demonstration within 
the body of any one of the various texts. All we have as fact is that 
rabbis claimed to enjoy full authority to declare the meaning of both 
Scripture and the Mishnah. This they did in massive and authorita¬ 
tive works, of midrash and Talmud alike. What we want to ask then 
is whether sages held God had told them what to say in these writ¬ 
ings. If so, did they claim their books consequently belonged to the 
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Torah? When we know who and what the rabbi said he was, we also 
shall turn up clear responses to the issues of revelation and canon as 
I just now suggested that these pertain to collections of scriptural 

exegeses. 

The strategy of argument requires that we repeat the simple exer¬ 
cise on which this entire account of the context of midrash rests: tax¬ 
onomy. We compare what people did in one, known context with 
what they did in another, unknown one. So we establish lines of 
comparison and contrast from the one to the other, applying to the 
unknown the facts revealed by the known. We have now to repeat 
the same procedure. For we do know how, in the Talmud, the rab¬ 
bis related what they had to say about their authority vis-i-vis the 
two sources of truth in their hands, the Scripture and the Mishnah. 
Accordingly, when we see how, in the Talmud, the rabbis treated 
their own views in the setting of the exegesis of the Mishnah and 
Scripture alike, we shall understand the status they likely accorded 
to their exegeses of Scripture. At that point we shall have whatever 
answer we are apt to find, generated solely within the limits of the 
documents in hand, to the questions raised in the preceding 
sections. 

Once more, therefore, a simple equation, now established as fact, 
guides us: the Talmud is to the Mishnah as the collections of scrip¬ 
tural exegeses are to Scripture. Hence, when we know the status in 
the Talmud of rabbinical statements about the Mishnah and about 
Scripture, we shall reach proper conclusions about the status ac¬ 
corded to those same statements in the compilations of scriptural 
exegeses. 

Let me state the result at the outset. Sages’ Talmudic statements 
about the Mishnah are treated precisely as are statements found 
both in the Mishnah and in Scripture itself. Thus, Talmudic state¬ 
ments either form part of torah, or are wholly derivative from the 
Torah and hence of the same status and standing as Torah. Likewise, 
statements in the compositions of scriptural exegeses about the 
meaning of Scripture, and, by extension, the collections themselves 
enjoy the status of revelation and form part of the canon of Torah, of 
Judaism. The upshot is that what the rabbi says is torah. The collec¬ 
tions of exegeses were received in revelation and belong in the 
canon as part of the Torah. 
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Let us now examine in a few examples exactly how the Talmud 
proposes to analyze opinions of its own authorities, the rabbis of the 
third and fourth centuries themselves. Then the preceding state¬ 
ments will find ample justification in sources. 

Proof-texts 

We began our inquiry by pointing out that a principal mode of the 
exegesis of the Mishnah was to supply proof-texts for the Mishnah’s 
various statements. This served to link what the Mishnah said to 
principles and rules of Scripture. What we shall now again observe, 
through a single interesting instance, is that the same inquiry per¬ 
taining to the Mishnah applies without variation to statements made 
by rabbis of the contemporary period themselves. Indeed, precisely 
the same theological and exegetical considerations came to bear 
upon both the Mishnah's statements and opinions expressed by Tal¬ 
mudic rabbis. Since these were not to be distinguished from one an¬ 
other in the requirement that opinion be suitably grounded in Scrip¬ 
ture, they also should be understood to have formed part of 
precisely the same corpus of (scriptural) truths. What the Mishnah 
and the later rabbi said further expressed precisely the same kind of 
truth: revelation, through the medium of Scripture, whether con¬ 
tained in the Mishnah or in the opinion of the sage himself. While 
this matter is familiar from our interest in the role of Scripture in 
the exegesis of the Mishnah, we review it to establish the main point 
of the argument: the context in which all exegesis took place, the po¬ 
lemic which, by indirection, exegesis served. 

The way in which this search for proof-texts applies equally to the 
Mishnah and to the rabbi’s opinion is illustrated in the following 
passage. 


Yerushalmi Sanhedrin 10:4: [A] The party of Korah has no portion in 
the world to come, and will not live in the world to come [Mishnah 
Sanhedrin 10:4], 

[B] What is the Scriptural basis for this view? 

[C] "So they and all that belonged to them went down alive into Sheol; 
and the earth closed over them, and they perished from the midst of 
the assembly" (Num. 16:33). 

[D] “The earth closed over them ”—in this world. 
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[E] “ And they perished from the midst of the assembly"—in the world 
to come [Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:4D-FJ. 

[F] It was taught: R. Judah b. Batera says, “The contrary view is to 
be derived from the implication of the following verse: 

[G] ‘“I have gone astray like a lost sheep; seek thy servant and do not 
forget thy commandments' (Ps. 119:176). 

[H] “Just as the lost object which is mentioned later on in the end is 
going to be searched for, so the lost object which is stated herein is 
destined to be searched for” [Tosefta Sanhedrin 13:9]. 

[I] Who will pray for them? 

[Jl R. Samuel bar Nahman said, "Moses will pray for them. 

[K] [This is proved from the following verse:] “‘Let Reuben live, and 
not die, [nor let his men be few]' (Deut. 33:6).” 

[L] R. Joshua b. Levi said, "Hannah will pray for them." 

[M] This is the view of R. Joshua b. Levi, for R. Joshua b. Levi said, 
Thus did the party of Korah sink ever downward, until Hannah went 
and prayed for them and said, ‘The Lord kills and brings to life; he 
brings down to Sheo] and raises up' (1 Sam. 2:6)." 

We have a striking sequence of proof-texts, serving (1) the cited 
statement of the Mishnah, A-C, then (2) an opinion of a rabbi in the 
Tosefta, K-H, then (3) the position of a rabbi, J-K, L-M. The pro¬ 
cess of providing proof-texts therefore is central, the nature of the 
passages requiring the proof-texts a matter of indifference, We see 
that the search for appropriate verses of Scripture vastly transcends 
the purpose of study of the Mishnah and Scripture, exegesis of their 
rules, or provision of adequate authority for the Mishnah and its 
laws. In fact, any proposition that is to be taken seriously, whether 
in the Mishnah, in the Tosefta, or in the mouth of a Talmudic sage 
himself, will elicit interest in scriptural support. 

This quest in Scripture thus extended beyond the interest in sup¬ 
plying the Mishnah's rules with proof-texts. On the contrary, the 
real issue turns out to have been not the Mishnah at all, nor even 
the vindication of its diverse sayings, one by one. Once the words of 
a sage, not merely a rule of the Mishnah, are made to refer to Scrip¬ 
ture for proof, it must follow that, in the natural course of things, a 
rule of the Mishnah or of the Tosefta will likewise be asked to refer 
to Scripture. The fact that the living sage validated his own words 
through Scripture explains why the sage in the fourth century vali- 
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dated also the words of the (then) ancient sages of the Mishnah and 
Tosefta through verses of Scripture. It is one, undivided phenome¬ 
non. Distinctions are not made among media—oral, written, living, 
book—of torah. 


The Consensus of Sages. 

Resolving Disputes 

We turn to the way in which the rabbis of the Talmud proposed to 
resolve differences of opinion. This is important, because the Mish¬ 
nah presents a mass of disputes. Turning speculation about princi¬ 
ples into practical law required resolving them. Precisely in the 
same way in which Talmudic rabbis settled disputes in the Mishnah 
and so attained a consensus about the law of the Mishnah, they han¬ 
dled disputes among themselves. The importance of that fact for our 
argument is simple. Once more we see that the rabbis of the third 
and fourth centuries, represented in the Talmud, treated their own 
contemporaries exactly as they treated the then-ancient authorities 
of the Mishnah. In their minds the status accorded to the Mishnah, 
as a derivative of the Torah, applies equally to the Talmudic sages’ 
teachings, In the following instance we see how the same discourse 
attached to (1) a Mishnah rule is assigned as well to one in (2) the 
Tosefta and, at the end, to differences among (3) the Talmudic 
authorities. 


Yerushalmi Ketubot 5:1: [VI.A] R. Jacob bar Aha, R. Alexa in the 
name of Hezekiah: “The law accords with the view of R. Eleazar b. 
Azariah, who stated. If she was widowed or divorced at the stage of 
betrothal, the virgin collects only two hundred zuz and the widow, a 
maneh. If she was widowed or divorced at the stage of a consummated 
marriage, she collects the full amount [M. Ket. 5:1E, D] 

[B] R. Hananiah said, “The law accords with the view of R. Eleazar b. 
Azariah.” 

[C] Said Abayye, ‘They said to R. Hananiah, ‘Go and shout [outside 
whatever opinion you like.’ But] R. Jonah, R. Zeira in the name of R. 
Jonathan said, ‘The law accords with the view of R. Eleazar b. 
Azariah.’ [Yet] R. Yosa bar Zeira in the name of R. Jonathan said. The 
law does not accord with the view of R. Eleazar b. Azariah.’ [So we do 
not in fact know the decision.]” 
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[D] Said R. Yose, "We had a mnemonic. Hezekiah and R. Jonathan 

both say one thing.” 

[E] For it has been taught: 

[F] He whose son went abroad, and whom they told, "Your son has 
died,” 

[G] and who went and wrote over all his property to someone else as 
a gift, 

[HJ and whom they afterward informed that his son was yet alive— 

[1] his deed of gift remains valid. 

[ J] R. Simeon b. Menassia says, “His deed of gift is not valid, for if he 
had known that his son was alive, he would never have made such a 
gift” [T. Ket. 4:14E-H]. 

[K] Now R. Jacob bar Aha [ = A] said, “The law is in accord with the 
view of R. Eleazar b. Azariah, and the opinion of R. Eleazar b. Azariah 
is the same in essence as that of R, Simeon b. Menassia. 

[L] Now R. Yannai said to R. Hananiah, “Go and shout [outside what¬ 
ever you want]. 

[Ml “But, said R. Yose bar Zeira in the name of R. Jonathan, ‘The law 
is not in accord with R. Eleazar b. Azariah.’” 

[N] But in fact the case was to he decided in accord with the view of 
H. Eleazar l). Azariah. 

What is important here is that the Talmud makes no distinction 
whatever when deciding the law of disputes (1) in the Mishnah, (2) 
in the Tosefta, and (3) among Talmudic rabbis. The same already- 
formed colloquy that is applied at the outset to the Mishnah’s dis¬ 
pute is then held equally applicable to the Tosefta’s. The process of 
thought is the main thing, without regard to the document to which 
the process applies. 


The Rabbi as Law-Giver 

Still more important than the persistence of a given mode of 
thought applicable to Scripture, to the Mishnah, and to the sayings 
of Talmudic rabbis themselves is the presentation of the rabbi as a 
lawgiver in the model of Moses. The capacity of the sage himself to 
participate in the process of revelation is illustrated in two types of 
materials. First of all, tales told about rabbis’ behavior on specific 
occasions immediately were translated into rules for the entire com¬ 
munity to keep. Accordingly, he was a source not merely of good ex¬ 
ample but of prescriptive law: 


133 



MIDRASH IN CONTEXT 


Y. Abodah Zarah 5:4: [III.X] R. Aha went to Emmaus, and he ate 
dumpling [prepared by Samaritans], 

[Y] R. Jeremiah ate leavened bread prepared by them. 

[Z] R, Hezekiah ate their locusts prepared by them. 

[AA] R. Abbahu prohibited Israelite use of wine prepared by them. 

These reports of what rabbis had done enjoyed the same authority as 
statements of the law on eating what Samaritans cooked, as did cita¬ 
tions of traditions in the names of the great authorities of old. What 
someone did served as a norm, if he was a sage of sufficient 
standing. 

Second, and far more common, are instances in which the deed of 
a rabbi is adduced as an authoritative precedent for the law under 
discussion. It was everywhere taken for granted that what a rabbi 
did he did because of his mastery of the law. Even though a formu¬ 
lation of the law was not in hand, a tale about what a rabbi actually 
did constituted adequate evidence on how to formulate the law it¬ 
self. So on the basis of the action or practice of an authority, a law 
might be framed that was quite independent of the person of the 
sage. The sage then functioned as a lawgiver, like Moses. Among 
many instances of that mode of generating law are the following: 

Y. Abodah Zarah 3:11: [II. A] Gamaliel Zuga was walking along, lean¬ 
ing on the shoulder of R. Simeon b. Laqish, They came across an 
image. 

[B] He said to him, “What is the law as to passing before it?” 

[C] He said to him, “Pass before it, but close [your] eyes.” 

[D] R, Isaac was walking along, leaning on the shoulder of R. Yo- 
hanan. They came across an idol before the council building. 

[E] He said to him, "What is the law as to passing before it?” 

[F] He said to him, “Pass before it, but close [your] eyes.” 

[G] R. Jacob bar Idi was walking along, leaning upon R. Joshua b. 
Levi. They came across a procession in which an idol was carried. He 
said to him, “Nahum, the most holy man, passed before this idol, and 
will you not pass by it? Pass before it but close your eyes.” 

Y. Abodah Zarah 2:2: [III. FF*] R. Aha had chills and fever. [They 
brought him] a medicinal drink prepared from the phallus of Diony¬ 
sian revelers [thus Jastrow, I 400 B]. But he would not drink it. They 
brought it to R. Jonah, and he did drink it. Said R. Mana, “Now if R. 
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Jonah, the patriarch, had known what it was, he would never have 
drunk it.” 

[GG] Said R. Huna, “That is to say. They do not accept healing from 
something that derives from an act of fornication.’” 

The point of these stories requires no repetition. What is important 
is GG, the rewording of the point of the story as a law. Since the 
purpose of this exercise is clear, let us proceed in the last two sec¬ 
tions directly to the conclusions to be drawn from it. 


TORAH AND CANON 

Having come this far, we must now wonder whether, any longer, 
we can distinguish between torah, as divine revelation, and “the 
canon of the Torah,” a particular set of books deemed more authori¬ 
tative than any other books. If what an authorized rabbi states must 
he received as torch , as divine revelation, then we face two possibil¬ 
ities. Either there is torah which is not part of the Torah, the canon 
of revelation. Or there is no such thing as a canon at all. That is to 
say, the conception that, at a given point, a particular set of books is 
declared to be the final and authoritative statement of God's will and 
word, in the present context seems to me puzzling. The entire 
thrust of the exegetical process is to link upon a single plane of au¬ 
thority and reliability what a rabbi now says with what the (written) 
Torah said, what the Mishnah says with what the (written) Torah 
said, or what the Tosefta says with what the (written) Torah said. 

What that means is simple. The sages of the Talmud recognized 
no distinction in authority or standing—hence, in status as 
revelation—between what the Mishnah said and what the written 
Torah said. They also used the same processes of validation to dem¬ 
onstrate that what they themselves declared enjoyed the same 
standing and authority as what they found in the written Torah. So 
their intent always was to show there in fact were no gradations in 
revelation. God spoke in various ways and through diverse media: to 
prophets and to sages, in writing and in memorized sayings, to 
olden times and to the present day. We can discern no systematic 
effort to distinguish one kind of revelation from another—revelation 
transmitted in writing, that transmitted orally, revelation to an an¬ 
cient prophet, an exegesis or a Torah-teaching of a contemporary 
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sage. Then it must follow, as I now propose, that sages rejected the 
conception of layers and levels of revelations, of making distinctions 
between one medium and another, hence one book and another. 

To state matters simply: either a teaching was true and authorita¬ 
tive, wherever it was found and however it had reached the living 
age, or a teaching was untrue and not authoritative. Scripture, the 
Mishnah, the sage—all three spoke with equal authority. True, one 
thing had to come into alignment with the other, the Mishnah with 
Scripture, the sage with the Mishnah. But it was not the case that 
one component of torah, of God's word to Israel, stood within the 
sacred circle, another beyond. Interpretation and what was inter¬ 
preted, exegesis and text, belonged together. In so vivid a world of 
divine address, what place was there for the conception of canon? 
There was none. And how can we show the distinction between ca¬ 
nonical and non-canonical? We cannot. The truth as God declared it 
was canon. Everything else was not. So, to conclude, the conception 
of canon contradicts the theory of torah revealed in the Talmud of 
the Land of Israel and in the earliest collections of biblical exegeses. 


THE RABBI AS WORD MADE FLESH 

Scripture and the Mishnah govern what the rabbi knows, But it is 
the rabbi who authoritatively speaks about them. The simple fact is 
that what rabbis were willing to do to the Mishnah is precisely what 
they were prepared to do to Scripture—impose upon it their own 
judgment of its meaning. This fact is the upshot of the inquiry now 
completed. It also is the sole fact we have in hand for the identifica¬ 
tion of the context of midrash in formative Judaism. But it suffices. 
Since we see that the question of locus and setting devolves upon 
several books at once—Scripture and the Mishnah equally, so far as 
the Talmud is concerned—the answer to the question of context 
must come from something other than a book or even a set of books. 
It is the source of the authority of the rabbi himself that turns out to 
pose the fundamental question. With the answer to that question, 
we also know, first, the status, as to revelation, of the things the 
rabbi says, whether he speaks of the Mishnah or of Scripture; and 
second, the standing of the books he writes, whether these are trac¬ 
tates of the Talmud or the compositions of exegeses of Scripture. 

The reason why the collections of scriptural exegeses do not con- 
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tain answers to our questions of their theological and canonical sta¬ 
tus is that these questions, in their setting, were impertinent. These 
questions had been answered before the books came to be written. 
The books could not have been written the way they were if the 
questions at hand had not been answered in a particular way and in 
a prior setting. So everything turns upon the figure of the rabbi. 

The rabbi speaks with authority about the Mishnah and the Scrip¬ 
ture. He therefore has authority deriving from revelation. He him¬ 
self may participate in the processes of revelation (there is no mate’ 
rial difference). Since that is so, the rabbi’s book, whether Talmud 
to the Mishnah or midrash to Scripture, is torah, that is, revealed 
by God. It also forms part of the Torah, a fully “canonical” docu¬ 
ment. The reason, then, is that the rabbi is like Moses, “our rabbi," 
who received torah and wrote the Torah. 

Since rabbinical documents repeatedly claim that, if you want to 
know the law, you should not only listen to what the rabbi says but 
also copy what he does, it follows that, in his person, the rabbi rep¬ 
resents and embodies the Torah, God in the Torah revealed God’s 
will and purpose for the world. So God had said what the human be¬ 
ing should be. The rabbi was the human being in God’s image. 
That, to be sure, is why (but merely by the way) what the rabbi said 
about the meaning of Scripture derived from revelation. Collections 
of the things he said about Scripture constituted compositions inte¬ 
gral to the Torah. 

So in the rabbi, the word of God was made flesh. And out of the 
union of man and Torah, producing the rabbi as Torah incarnate, 
was born Judaism, the faith of Torah: the ever-present revelation, 
the always-open canon. For fifteen hundred years, from the time of 
the first collections of scriptural exegeses to our own day, the en¬ 
during context for midrash remained the same: encounter with the 
living God. 
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The Three Types of Compilations 
of Exegeses of Scripture: 
Sample Chapters 


Biblical verses are given in italics. Citations of passages of the Mishnah 
or Tosefta are given in boldface type. I have not revised the style of the 
various translators or tried to make the translations uniform 


COMPOSITIONS BASED ON CLOSE READING AND 
INTERPRETATION OF VERSES OF SCRIPTURE 

Mekhilta of R. Ishmael 

Translated by Jacob Z. Lauterbach (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Soci¬ 
ety of America, 1933), 2:237-247. 

BAHODESH VI, TO EXODUS 20: FF. 

You Shall Not Have Other Gods Before Me (Ex. 20:3). Why is this said? 
Because it says: “1 am the Lord your God.” To give a parable: A king of 
flesh and blood entered a province. His attendants said to him: Issue some 
decrees upon the people. He, however, told them: No! When they will 
have accepted my reign I shall issue decrees upon them. For if they do not 
accept my reign how will they carry out my decrees? Likewise, God said to 
Israel: “I am the Lord your God, you shall not have other gods—I am He 
whose reign you have taken upon yourselves in Egypt.” And when they 
said to Him: “Yes, yes,” He continued: “Now, just as you accepted My 
reign, you must also accept My decrees: ‘You shall not have other gods be¬ 
fore Me. ” 

R. Simon b. Yohai says: What is said further on: ‘7 am the Lord your 
God’ (Lev. 18:2), means: “I am He whose reign you have taken upon your¬ 
selves at Sinai,” and when they said: “Yes, yes,” He continued: "Well, you 
have accepted My reign, now accept My decrees; 'After the doings of the 
land of Egypt,’ etc.” (ibid, c. 3). What is said here: “I am the Lord your 
God who brought you out from the land of Egypt,” means: “I am He whose 
reign you have taken upon yourselves," and when they said to Him: “Yes, 
yes,” He continued: “You have accepted My reign, now accept My decrees: 
You shall not have other gods,’” 
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You Shall Not Have. Why is this said? Because when it says: “ You shall 
not make for yourself a graven image,” etc. (Ex. 20:4), I know only that it is 
forhidden to make any. But how do I know that it is forbidden to keep one 
that has already been made? Scripture says, “You shall not have other 

gods." etc. 

Other Gods. But are they gods? Has it not heen said: "And have cast 
their gods into the fire , for they were no gods " (Isa. 37:19)? What then 
does Scripture mean when it says: “ Other gods"? Merely those which oth¬ 
ers called gods. Another interpretation is: Gods that are haclcward 
(“Aharim”). For they hold back the coming of goodness into the world. An¬ 
other interpretation: Other Cods. Who turn those who worship them into 
others. Another interpretation: Other Cods. Who act like strangers towards 
those who worship them. And thus it says: "Yea, though one cry unto him, 
he canfiot answer, nor save him out of his trouble" (Isa. 46:7). R. Yose 
says: Other Gods. Why is this said? In order not to give the nations of the 
world an excuse for saying: “If the idols had been called by His name, they 
would have been worthwhile." Behold, then, they have been called by His 
name and they are not worthwhile anyhow. And when were they called by 
His name? In the days of Enosh the son of Seth. It is said: “Then began 
men to call upon the name of the Lord ’ (Gen. 4:26). At that time the ocean 
rose and flooded a third of the world. God said to them, “You have done 
something new by calling yourselves 'gods.' I also will do something new 
and will call Myself‘the Lord.”’ And thus it says: "That calls for the waters 
of the sea, and pours them out upon the face of the earth; the Lord is His 
name" (Amos 5:8). 

R. Eliezer says, “Other Gods —For every day they make for themselves 
new gods. How so? If one has an idol of gold and then needs the gold, he 
makes the idol of silver. If he has one of silver and then needs the silver, 
he makes the idol of copper. If he has an idol of copper and needs the cop¬ 
per, he makes it of iron. And so also with one of tin and so also with one of 
lead, as it is said: ‘New gods that came newly up’ (Deut. 32:17)." 

R. Isaac says, “If the name of every idol were to be specifically men¬ 
tioned, all skins (parchments) in the world would not suffice." 

R. Hananiah b. Antigonos says, “Come and consider the expression cho¬ 
sen by the Torah: ‘To Mclek* ‘to a ruler' (Lev. 18:21) — that is, anything at 
all which you declare as ruling over you, even if it be a chip of wood or a 
piece of potsherd. ’ 

Rabbi says. Other Gods — Gods that are later than he who was last in the 
order of creation. And who is it that was the last of the things created? The 
one who calls them “gods.” 

Before Me. Why is this said? In order not to give Israel an excuse for say¬ 
ing: Only those who came out from Egypt were commanded not to worship 
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idols. Therefore, it is said: “Before Me as much as to say: Just as I am liv¬ 
ing and enduring for ever and for all eternity, so also you and your son and 
your son’s son to the end of generation shall not worship idols. 

Sifra 

Translated by Jacob Neusner in A History of the Mishnaic Law of Purities. 
VI. Negaim. Sifra (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1975), 6:31-44. 

PARASHAT NECAIM PARASHAH II AND 
PEREQ 2, TO LEVITICUS 13:4-8 

[A] "A white spot “ (Lev. 13:4: “ But if the spot is white in the skin of his 
body and appears no deeper than the skin’ . . .)— 

[B] I know only the white spot, 

[C] How do we know that we should include the swelling [that it too is 
white (Hillel)]? 

[D] Scripture says below, “A white swelling" (Lev. 13:9: “And if there is a 
white swelling in the skin . . ."). 

[E] And how do we know that we should include the other shades? 

[F] Scripture says, “ And if a bright spot." NII:1 

[G] Might one say that just as it is third in Scripture [1. swelling, 2. erup¬ 
tion, 3. spot], so it should be third in the shades [of white] [that is, it need 
not be so white as the others]? 

[H] Scripture says, “White” (Lev. 13:4), “white” (Lev. 13:9). 

[I] It is white, and there is no brighter than it. 

[J] And how white must it be? 

[K] Like snow, as it is said, “And lo, Miriam was leprous like snow” (Num. 

12:10). Nil.2 

[L] Might one say that on account of every shade of snow they should be 
unclean, but [if they are as white as] all other shades [of white, except for 
the range of snow], they should be clean? 

[M] Scripture says, “It is a tetter” (Lev. 13:38). 

[N] [That which is as dull as] a tetter is clean. From it [a tetter] and 

brighter, it is unclean. Nil.3 

[O] On this basis have they said: 

[P] The shades of plagues are two which are four. 

A bright spot is as bright as snow. Secondary to it is [white] as the plas¬ 
ter of the Temple. 

The rising is as white as the skin of an egg. 

Secondary to it is a shade of white like wool, the words of R. Meir. 


140 



EXEGESES OF SCRIPTURE: SAMPLE CHAPTERS 


And sages say. The rising is [white] as wool, and secondary to it is 
[white] as the skin of an egg [= M. Neg. 1:1]. Nil.4 

[Q] The variegation of the snow is like mixed wine. 

The variegation of the lime is like blood mixed in water, the words of R. 

Ishmael. 

R. Aqiba says, The reddishness which is in this and in that is like wine 
mixed in water. 

But that of snow is bright, and that of plaster is duller than it [= M. 
Neg. 1:2]. NII:5 

[Kj R. Hanina Prefect of the Priests says, The shades of plagues are 
sixteen. 

R. Dosa b. Harkinas says, Thirty-six. 

Aqavya b. Mehallel: Seventy-two [= M. Neg. 1:4A—C]. 

[S] Said R. Yose, R. Joshua the son of R. Aqiba asked R. Aqiba, saying to 
him, Why have they said, The shades of plagues are two which are four? 

He said to him. If not, what should they say? 

He said to him, Let them say. From the white of the skin of an egg and 
brighter is unclean, and they join together with one another. 

[T] Said R. Yose, R. Joshua the son of R. Aqiba asked R. Aqiba, saying to 
him, Why have they said, The shades of plagues are two which are four? 

He said to him, If not, what should they say? 

He said to him, Let them say. From the shade of white like the skin of 
the egg and brighter is unclean. 

He said to him. To teach you that they join together with one another. 
He said to him, Let them say. Anything which is as white as the skin of 
an egg or brighter is unclean, and they [the colors] join together with one 
another. 

He said to him. It teaches that if one is not an expert in them and in 
their names, he should not examine plagues [T. Neg. 1:1]. NI1:6 

[A] And its hair [has not turned white] (Lev. 13:4 )— 

[B] Not the hair of its quick flesh. 

[C] How so? 

[D] A bright spot the size of a split bean, and in it is quick flesh the size of 
a lentil— 

and white hair is in the midst of the quick flesh— 

the quick flesh went away—it is unclean because of the white hair. 

The white hair went away—it is unclean because of the quick flesh. 

R. Simeon declares clean, because the bright spot did not turn it [the 
hair white] [M. Neg. 4:6]. 

[E] He [Hillel: They] said to him. And has it not already been said. And 
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hair in the plague has turned white (Lev. 13:4)? 

[F] This [quick flesh] is a plague in any event. NI1:7 

[G] And its hair has not turned white (Lev. 13:4). 

[H] And not hair or part of it, 

[I] How so? 

[J] A bright spot— 

it [and] its quick flesh are the size of a split bean— 
and white hair is in the midst of the bright spot— 
the quick flesh went away— 
it is unclean because of the white hair. 

The white hair went away— 

it is unclean because of the quick flesh. 

R. Simeon declares clean, because the bright spot the size of a split 
bean did not turn it [white]. 

And they agree [better: He (Simeon) agrees] that if there is in the place 
of white hair an area the size of a split bean, it is clean [= M. Neg. 
4:6]. Nil :8 

[K] And its hair has not turned white, and he will shut up (Lev. 13:4). 

[L] Lo, if there is in it black hair, it does not diminish it. 

[M] The disciples asked R. Yose, A bright spot and in it is black bair; do 
we take account of the possibility that its place has diminished the bright 
spot to a size less than a split bean? 

He said to them, A bright spot, and [supply: in it is] white hair—do we 
take account of the possibility that its place has diminished the bright spot 
to less than a split bean? 

They said to him. No. If you have said so concerning white hair, which 
is a sign of uncleanness [itself], will you say so concerning black hair, 
which is not a sign of uncleanness? 

He said to them, Lo, if there are in it ten white hairs, in any event are 
more than two of them tokens of uncleanness? Do we take account of the 
possibility that the excess has diminished the place of the bright spot to 
less than a split bean? 

They said to him, No. If you have said so concerning white hair, which 
is a kind of uncleanness, will you say so concerning black hair, which in 
any event is not a variety of uncleanness? 

He said to them. Also black hair turns and becomes a kind of 
uncleanness [T. Neg. 2:3 = M. Neg. 4:4]. 

[N] But it says, And its hair has not turned white, and he shuts up —lo, if 
there is in it black hair, it does not diminish [the area of the spot]. 

[O] And the priest shall shut up the diseased spot seven days (Lev. 

13:5) —first [this is the first of two quarantines]. NII:9 
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[A] [And the priest shall examine him } on the seventh [ dayj (Lev. 13:5) — 

[B] Might one say. Whether by day or by night? 

[C] Scripture says. On [the seventh } day (Lev. 13:5), and not by night. 

N2*:l 

[D] Might one say, In any light of the day they should be suitable [for 
examination]? 

[E] Scripture says, In accord tvith whatever the priest shall see (Leo. 
13:12). 

[F] And just as [we speak of] a priest, excluding the one the light of whose 

eyes has darkened, so [we speak of] the day, excluding [a day] which has 
grown dark [lit: the light of whose eyes has darkened]. N2*:2 

[G] On this basis have they said: 

[II] They do not examine the plagues at dawn or at sunset, and not inside 
the house, and not on a cloudy day, because the dim appears bright, and 
not at noon, because the bright appears dim. 

[I] When do they examine [plagues]? At three, four, five, seven, eight, 
and nine, the words of R. Meir. 

R. Judah says, At four, five, six, eight, and nine [M. Neg. 2:2]. 

[Jl R. Yose says. At four, five, nine, ten. 

[K] But he said, I see the words of Rabbi. N2*:3 

[A] [And the disease has not spread}, and lo, the plague mark has stood in 
bis eyes (Lev. 13:5 )— 

[B] For if it grew bright and then grew dim, grew dim and grew bright, it 

is as if it did not grow dim. 

[C] And it did not spread (Lev. 13:5). 

[D] For if it contracted and spread, or spread and contracted, it is as if it 

did not spread. 

[E] And he will shut him up for seven days a second time (Lev. 13:5). 

[F] This teaches that the seventh day goes to his credit both for the preced¬ 
ing week and for the following week. 

[G] And the priest will shut him up for seven days a second time (Lev. 

13:5). 

[H] The priest who saw him on the first inspection examines him on the 
second. 

[I] But if he died, another priest examines him. N2":4 

[A] And lo, it [the plague] grew dim (Lev. 13:6). 

[B] Might one say this applies [only] if it grew dimmer [absolutely] than 
the four shades? 

[C] Scripture says, And the plague (Lev. 13:6). 
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[D] If it is the diseased spot, might one say, in accord with its colors? 

[E] Scripture says, And to, it grew dim. 

1F] How so? 

[G] It grew dim (Lev. 13:6) —dimmer within its color-range [relatively], 
not dimmer than the four shades. N2*:5 

[I] And to, it grew dim (Lev. 13:6 )— 

[J] For if it grew bright and then grew dim, it is as if it did not grow bright. 

[K] The diseased spot (Lev. 13:6 )— 

[L] for if it grew dim and grew bright, it is as if it did not grow dim. 

N2*:6 


[M] It did not spread (Lev. 13:6 )— 

[N] For if it contracted and spread, it is as if it did not contract. 

[O] The plague (Lev. 13:6 )— 

[P] For if it spread and contracted, it is as if it did not spread. N2*:7 

[A] If [these things] are said with reference to the first week [Lev. 13:5], 
why have they been said with reference to the second week [Lev. 13:6]? 

[B] But a garment which remains [unchanged] in the first week is shut up, 
and in the second week it is burned [as unclean], 

[C] But a man who remains unchanged in the first week is shut up, and in 
the second, is declared clear [and not unclean], 

[D] [Therefore] one has to refer [explicitly to the law pertaining to] the end 

of the first week, and one has to refer [explicitly to the law pertaining to] 
the end of the second week. N2*:8 

[A] And the priest shall declare him clean; [it is only] an eruption (Lev. 
13:6)— 

[B] Even though its color did not change. 

[C] Or perhaps should we say [that the point is], Even though it went away 
and came back? 

Scripture says, It (Lev. 13:6). 

[D] What should one do for it? 

R. Judah says, Let it be examined afresh. 

And sages declare clean. N2*:9 

[A] And he will wash his clothing (Lev. 13:6). 

[B] And he will wash his clothing; so that he does not render unclean 
through lying and sitting, and so that he does not render unclean through 
entry. 

[C] And he is clean (Lev. 13:6) —[free] from tearing [the clothing] and from 
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disheveling [his hair] (Lev. 13:45), and from shaving, and from birds. 

[D] And he will wash his clothing (Lev, 13:6 )— 

[E] Might one say, Lo, it has [totally] disappeared [and not further going to 
be unclean at all]? 

Scripture says, It will spread ... it is unclean (Lev. 13:8) [even after 
clearance], N2V10 

[A] I know only that [spreading] which conforms to the color [of the pri¬ 
mary sign]. 

[B] That which does not conform [to the primary sign] in color [but exhibits 
a different, still unclean, shade]—how do we know (that this counts as 
spreading]? 

[C] Scripture says [not only]. It will spread [but also] And if spreading it 

will spread (Lev. 13:7). N2*: 11 

[A] One certified him unclean because of white hair, the white hair went 
away, and the black [sic] hair came back, and so with quick flesh and with 
spreading, in the beginning, at the end of the first week, at the end of the 
second week, after the clearance, lo, it is as it was. 

[B] One certified him unclean through quick flesh, the quick flesh went 
away, and the quick flesh returned, and so with white hair and spreading, 
in the first instance, at the end of the first week, at the end of the second 
week, after the clearance, lo, it is as it was [= M. Neg. 5:2]. 

[C] Scripture says, It will spread — And if spreading it will spread (Lev. 

13:7). N2*:12 

[A] Might one say that the spreading should render unclean at the very 
first inspection [if others have noticed the spreading (Hillel)]? 

[B] Scripture says, fBut if the eruption spreads) after he has shown himself 
to the priest for his cleansing (Lev. 13:7). 

[C] Might one say if the priest saw it, that it is spreading, and [if] it goes 
away [during the inspection (Hillel)], he should [nonetheless] be subject to 
it? 

[D] Scripture says. For his cleansing (Lev. 13:7). 

[E] He is only subject to it [for quarantine] from the time that he sees 
it—from uncleanness to cleanness. 

[F] And he will appear a second time to the priest (Lev. 13.7). 

[G] The priest who sees him in the first inspection sees him in the second. 

[H] But if he died, another priest sees him. N2*:13 

[A] And the priest will examine, and behold, the eruption has spread on the 
flesh (Lev. 13:8 )— 
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[B] Lo, this comes to teach concerning the spreading that it renders un¬ 

clean only in the four [hasic] colors. And in them [those four colors] are the 
shades in which [both] the primary sign renders unclean, and the 
spreading [therefrom] renders unclean. N2*:14 

[C] But is it not logical? The primary sign renders unclean, and the 
spreading renders unclean. 

[D] Just as the primary sign renders unclean only in one of the four 

specified shades, so the spreading should render unclean only in one of the 
four specified shades. N2*:15 

[E] Or take this route: 

White hair is a token of uncleanness and spreading is a token of 
unclean ness. Just as white hair renders unclean in any shade of white [not 
only in one of the four specified shades], so spreading should render un¬ 
clean in any shade of white [not only in the four specified ones]. N2*:16 

[F] Let us see to which it is similar: 

[G] They should reason about something which renders unclean in all 
plagues from something which renders unclean in all plagues. But let not 
white hair prove the matter, for it does not render unclean in all plagues 
[but only in bright spots], 

[H] Or take this route: 

[I] They should compare something which is a token of uncleanness 
[spreading] with something which is a token of uncleanness [white hair], 
but let not the primary sign prove matters, for it is not [by itself] a token of 
uncleanness. 

[J] Scripture says, And the priest shall declare it unclean. It is a leprous 
disease (Lev. 13:8). 

[K] Lo, this comes to teach concerning spreading, that it renders unclean 
only in one of the four specified shades. 

[L] If (Lev. 13:8: It is leprosy). 

[M] Excluding that which spread to the tetter [which is not unclean]. 

N2*:17 


Sifre Numbers 

Translated by Paul P. Levertoff in Midrash Sifre on Numbers (London: A. 
Golub, 1926), 3-9, 


SIFRE NUM. 2-4 TO NUM. 5:5-9 



And the Lord spake unto Moses. If any man or woman commit any sins 
of men in breaking faith with the Lord , and that person incur guilt [e g .. 
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by any wrongs referred to in Lev. 5:21, such as the denial of the receipt of 
a deposit or of the finding of lost goods), then they shall confess their sins 
which they have done: and he shall return back that which he had wrong¬ 
fully in his possession in full, and add unto it the fifth part thereof and give 
it unto him against whom he has trespassed. But if the man [be dead and) 
ha ve no kinsman to whom the property wrongfully held may be restored, 
the property wrongfully held which becomes the Lord's shall be the 
priest's, over and above the ram of propitiation with which he [the priest] 
makes propitiation for him (i.e., the man who had confessed his error]. 

What is the special purpose of this section? Because, although a law is 
provided (Lev. 5:20) concerning a person confessing to the wrongful pos¬ 
session of property, yet, nowhere in Scripture do we hear anything about 
[what is to be dune in the case of] a person wrongfully possessing the prop¬ 
erty of a proselyte; therefore this passage supplements the above men¬ 
tioned one hy making provision that he, who wrongfully possesses the prop¬ 
erty of a proselyte and has sworn [to the contrary], [the proselyte] having 
died, must pay the principal value of the property, together with the ad¬ 
dition of a fifth part to the priest, and bring a guilt offering “to the altar.'* 

This is a general principle: every scriptural doublet contains some partic¬ 
ular point to be emphasized and is not a mere repetition. 

H. Josiah says: “Why does it say here, ‘a man or a woman’? In order to 
show the equality of woman with man in all cases where a sin-offering is re¬ 
quired and in all laws concerning indemnity for injuries and damages. For 
otherwise we might deduce from (Ex. 21:33) ‘If a man shall open a pit, 
[etc.]' that in cases like these woman is not included.” 

R. Jonathan says: “It is not necessary [to deduce the equality of woman 
with man in connection with the Exodus section from the word 'woman' in 
our passage], for it says in another place, ‘the owner of the pit shall pay.' 
Alsu: 'the person that kindled the fire shall make restitution.' In that case, 
why does it say here, ‘or woman’? The words apply only to this particular 
case.” 

Any sins of man. What do these words imply? That all sins against man 
arc also sins against Cod. For otherwise we might infer (from the passage 
in Lev. 5:20-26, where particular sins against man are connected with 
faithlessness to the Lord), that it does not apply to all sins. 

In breaking faith. These words always mean treachery (lying), cf. 1 
Chron. 5:25; 1 Chron. 10:13; 2 Chron. 26:18; Josh. 7:1; Num. 5:12. 

And that person [lit. soul] incur guilt. Why this phrase? Because other¬ 
wise we might conclude from the expression “man or woman” that it ex¬ 
cludes those of doubtful or double sex. 

That person. All are included: men, women, and proselytes. Perchance 
also minors? There is an a fortiori argument [that they are excluded]: If 
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they are exempt [from punishment] in cases of idolatry, how much more so 
in lighter cases! 

And that soul incur guilt. Why this expression? In order to teach us that 
he who puts fire to a neighbor’s stock of grain on the Day of Atonement, 
while the court of justice cannot make him pay for the damage, yet his soul 
incurs guilt, i.e., he is punished directly by God. 

Then they shall confess. From the verse [Lev. 5;5] "And he should con¬ 
fess that he sinned we only gather that a sin-offering is accompanied by 
confession . Whence do we know that also a guilt-offering [must be accom¬ 
panied by confession]? Because it says here, "And that soul be guilty, then 
they shall confess.” 

R. Nathan says: "This is a principle: all those who are about to die must 
confess their sins.” 


§3. 

And they should confess their sins which they have done. That is, in 
cases like these only the person himself must bring a guilt-offering and con¬ 
fess, but not his son. [For instance,] if one says to another: “Give me back 
the deposit which I left with your father,” [and that one replies]: “You have 
not left any deposit,”—"I adjure you!”—and that one says: "Amen,” and 
then he remembered [that the claimant was right], are we to suppose that 
he is obliged [to bring a guilt-offering]? [No.] For it says here: "They shall 
confess their sin which they have done." 

§4. 

To the priest. That is, to one of the priests who are attached to the divi¬ 
sion of duty in the Temple. You say so, but perchance it may be given to 
any priest (whether on duty or not)? But it says, “Except the hart of the 
atonement by which atonement will be wrought for him,” which can only 
refer to those priests who bring forth atonement at the time being, namely, 
those attached to the particular division at that time. 

If he defrauded a priest (and then confessed, etc.) can the latter claim 
(the money)? We might deduce it by a logical inference [that he could]: if 
he can claim what belongs to other people, should he have no right to 
claim what originally belonged to him? 

R. Nathan used to express it differently: “If a thing to which I have no 
right is put into my hands, once there no one dare take it away from me, 
the more so must it be with a thing which belonged to me by right before it 
actually came into my hand, that when I do get it, no one should be able to 
claim and take it from me!” The sages said to him: "It is right in a case in 
which no others have a part, but here the other (priests) also have a part in 
it, and therefore it must be taken out of his hand and divided among all the 
priests belonging to the division.” 
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Beside the hart of the atonement by which atonement is wrought. 
Whence do we know that when a person has defrauded a proselyte and 
sworn [that he did not and then remembered that he did] and has gone to 
bring the money and the guilt-offering, but died in the meantime, that the 
heirs are not obliged [to bring the offering]? Because it says here, "By 
which atonement is wrought for him ” 

Thus R. Aqiba used to teach before he went to Ziffirin. But when he re¬ 
turned from there, he said, “Even if he had already given the money to the 
priests belonging to the division and then died [before bringing the sacri¬ 
fice], the heirs are not obliged [to bring the offering], for it says, 'Except 
the hart of the atonement by which atonement is wrought for him," which 
words suggest [that a guilt-offering is only to be brought for a person] who 
is in need of atonement, but not for a dead person for whom his own soul 
has already wrought atonement." 


Stfre Deuteronomy 


PISKA 32 

Translated by Robert Hammer. Previously unpublished. 


“You shall love the Lord your God." Perform [God’s will] out of love. 
Scripture makes a distinction between one who performs out of love and 
one who performs out of fear; he who performs out of love receives a dou¬ 
bled and redouhled reward. As it says, “You must fear the Lord your God 
and serve Him ” (Deut. 10:20); a person may [serve someone] because he is 
afraid of him, but when that person needs him, he ahandons him and goes 
his own way, but you should perform because of love. Only in regard to 
God do we find love combined with fear and fear combined with love. 

Another interpretation: You shall love the Lord your God. Make Him 
beloved to humanity, as did Abraham our father in the matter referred to 
in the verse "And the souls he made in Horan" (Gen. 22:5). Is it not true 
that if one were to convene everyone in the world in order to create one 
gnat and infuse it with a soul, they could not do so? Therefore this verse 
must indicate that Abraham converted people, bringing them under the 
wings of the Shekhinah. 

With all your heart: With both your inclinations, the inclination to good 
and the inclination to evil. 

Another interpretation: With all your heart. With all the heart that is 
within you; your heart should not be divided in regard to God. 

And with all your soul. Even if he takes away your soul. Similarly it says. 
For your sake we were killed all day long. We are regarded as sheep for 
the slaughter" (Ps. 44:23). R. Simeon ben Menasya says. How ran a man be 
slain daily? Rather [it means that] the Holy One, blessed is He, credits the 
righteous as if they were slain daily. 
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Simeon ben Azzai says. With all your soul —love Him until the last drop 
of life is wrung out. 

R. Eliezer says. If it states with all your soul, why does it say with all 
your might? And if it states with all your might, why does it say with all 
your soul? There are those whose body is more precious to them than their 
wealth. With all your soul is directed to them. There are those whose 
wealth is more precious to them than their body. With all your might is di¬ 
rected to them. 

R. Aqiba says, Since it states with all your soul , we would certainly infer 
with all your might which is of lesser import. Why then is with all your 
might stated? Because might implies whatever measure He metes out to 
you, whether it be of good or of punishment. Similarly David says, “How 
can I repay the Lord for all His benefits toward me? I will lift the cup of 
salvation and call upon the name of the Lord ” (Ps. 116:12—13). “I found 
trouble and sorrow. Then I called upon the name of the Lord" (Ps. 
116:3—4). Similarly Job says, " The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away. 
Blessed be the name of the Lord" (Job 1:21 )—both for the measure of good 
and for the measure of punishment. What did his wife say to him? “Do you 
still retain your integrity? Curse God and die!" (Job 2:9). What did he say 
in reply? “ You speak as one of the impious women. Shall we accept the 
good from God but not the evil?” (Job 2:10). “The people of the genera¬ 
tion of the flood were vile during good times, yet when punishment came 
upon them they accepted it whether they liked it or not. This is a matter 
of reasoning from the minor to the major: if one who is vile during good 
times is well behaved during punishment, should not we, who are well 
behaved during good times, be well behaved also during punishment?’’ 
That is what he meant when he said to her, "You speak like one of the im¬ 
pious women!" 

Furthermore, a man should rejoice more in chastisement than in times 
of prosperity. For if a man is prosperous all his life, no sin of his can be 
forgiven. What brings him forgiveness of sin? Suffering. R. Eliezer ben Ja¬ 
cob said. Scripture says, " The Lord reproves him who He loves, as a father 
the son in whom he delights" (Prov. 3:12). What causes a son to be de¬ 
lighted in by his father? Suffering. R. Meir says. Scripture says, “Know in 
your heart that the Lord your God chastises you just as a man chastises his 
son“ (Deut. 8:5). You and your heart know the deeds that you have done, 
and you know that whatever sufferings I have brought upon you do not out¬ 
weigh all your deeds. 

R. Yose ben R. Judah says, Precious are chastisements, for the name of 
the Omnipresent One rests upon one who suffers them, as it says, The 
Lord your God chastises you" (ibid). R. Nathan ben R. Joseph says, Just as 
a covenant is made concerning the land, so is a covenant made concerning 


150 



EXEGESES OF SCRIPTURE: SAMPLE CHAPTERS 


chastisement, as it says, " The Lord your God chastises you" (ibid), and fur¬ 
ther on, “For the Lord your God brings you to a good land“ (Deut. 8:7). 

R. Simeon ben Yohai says, Precious are chastisements, for three excel¬ 
lent gifts coveted by all the nations of the world were given to Israel solely 
through suffering, and they are: Torah, the Land of Israel and the world to 
come. Where do we learn this concerning Torah? “To know wisdom and 
chastisement" (Prov. 1:2) and “Happy is the man you chastise and whom 
you instruct in Torah" (Ps. 9 4:12). Where do we learn this concerning the 
l>and of Israel? “The Lord your God disciplines you . . . for the Lord your 
God brings you to a good land’ (Deut. 8:5 , 7). Where concerning the 
world to come? “The commandment is a flame and the Torah is a light, 
and reproofs of instruction are the way of life’’ (Prov. 6:23). What is 
the way that leads a man to the world to come? Chastisements. R. Nehe- 
miah says, Precious are chastisements, for just as sacrifices bring appease¬ 
ment, so do chastisements bring appeasement. Concerning sacrifices it 
states, . . . that it may be acceptable in his behalf, in expiation for 
him “ (Lev. 1:4), while concerning chastisements it states, . . . while 
they atone for their iniquity” (Lev. 26:43). Indeed suffering appeases even 
more than sacrifices, for sacrifices involve wealth, but suffering involves 
one’s body, as it says, “Sirin for skin, all a man has he will give for his 
life" (Job 2:4) 

Once R. Eliezer was ill, and R. Tarfon, R. Joshua, R. Eleazar ben 
Azariah and H. Aqiba came to visit him. R. Tarfon said to him, "My master, 
you are more precious to Israel than the orb of the sun, for the orb of the 
sun gives light in this world, while you have enlightened both this world 
and the world to come!" R. Joshua said to him, “My master, you are more 
precious to Israel than the gift of rain, for rain gives life in this world, and 
you give it in this world and in the world to come!” R. Eleazar ben Azaria 
said to him, “My master, you are more precious to Israel than father and 
mother, for father and mother bring one into this world, while you brought 
us to this world and to the world to come!” R. Aqiba said to him, “My mas¬ 
ter, precious are chastisements. . . .” R. Eliezer said to his disciples, “Prop 
me up.” When R. Eliezer had seated himself, he said to Aqiba, “Speak, 
Aqiba. ’ Aqiba went on: “It is stated, 'Menasseh was twelve years old when 
he began to reign, and he reigned fifty-five years in Jerusalem’ (2 Chron. 
33:1), and it says, 'These also are the proverbs of Solomon, which the men 
of Hezekiah king of Judah copied out’ (Prov. 25:1). Could one imagine that 
Hezekiah taught Torah to all Israel but did not teach it to Menasseh, his 

son? Rather all his instructions and all his work were of no avail. Onlv chas- 

* 

tisement availed, as it says, 'And the Lord spoke to Menasseh and to his 
people but they would not hearken. So the Lord brought upon them the 
captains of the host of the king of Asshur, who took Menasseh with hooks 
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and bound him with fetters and carried him to Babylon. And when he was 
in affliction, he besought the Lord his God and humbled himself greatly be¬ 
fore the God of his fathers, and prayed to him, and He received his en¬ 
treaty and heard his supplication and brought him back to Jerusalem, into 
his kingdom' (2 Chron. 33:10-13). Hence precious are chastisements!” 

R. Meir says, Behold it says. You shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart. Love Him with all your heart, as did Abraham your father, of 
whom it is written, “But you Israel, My servant, Jacob whom l have cho¬ 
sen, seed of Abraham My beloved’’ (Isa. 41:8). And with all your soul, as 
did Isaac who bound himself upon the altar, as it is written, " And Abraham 
picked up the knife to slay his son " (Gen. 22:10). With all your might. 
Thank him as did Jacob, as it says, “I am unworthy of all the kindness that 
you have so steadfastly shown your servant: with my staff alone I crossed 
this Jordan and now I have become two camps” (Gen. 32:11). 

PISKA 105. 

Translated by Martin S. Jaffee, in Mishnah’s Theology of Tithing. A study 
of Tractate Maaserot (Chico, Calif.: Scholars Press for Brown Judaic Stud¬ 
ies, 1981), 31-32, 38-39, 60-61. 

You shall tithe all the yield of your seed, which comes forth from the 
field year by year (Deut. 14:22). 

This teaches that people may not set aside tithe from produce grown in a 
given year in behalf of produce grown in another year. [The tithe of the 
crop of a given year must be separated from produce grown in that year. ] 

I know that that is the case only with reference to second tithe, to which 
Scripture makes explicit reference [in the cited verse]. How do I know that 
the same rule encompasses all other forms of tithing? 

Scripture states. You shall tithe [encompassing all forms of agricultural 
offerings]. 

How do I know that in the case of the tithe owing from beasts people do 
not separate tithe [from a herd] among beasts bom in a given year in behalf 
of beasts bom in a different year? 

Scripture states, You shall tithe all the yield of your seed, which comes 
forth from the field year by year (Deut. 14:22). 

R. Simeon b. Judah says in the name of R. Simeon, "How do we know 
concerning tithe of beasts, that that tithe is subject to the positive com¬ 
mandment that [one must] tithe [his herd]? [That is to say, how do we 
know that it is a matter of obligation, not option?] Scripture states. You 
shall tithe . . . (Deut. 14:22) [as a matter of obligation]. 

Is it possible that something which grows from the earth, such as woad 
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or madder, is subject [to the law of tithes]? Scripture says: You shall tithe 
(Deut. 14:22) and You shall eat (Deut. 14:23). 

Is it possible that even honey and milk [are subject to the law of tithes]? 
Scripture says: which comes forth from the field year by year. 

Conclude from this [that Scripture prescribes tithing only for] something 
which comes from the domain of the field “which comes from the field and 
is eaten.” 

Since it is said: And before the Lord your God, in the place he will 
choose, to make his name dwell there, you shall eat the tithe of your grain, 
of your wine and of your oil .. . (Deut. 14:23), is it possible that one obli¬ 
gates nothing but grain, wine and oil [to the laws of tithes]? 

On what basis [do I know] to include other types of fruit? Scripture says: 
(All) the yield of your seed (Deut. 14:22). 

This must be stated, 

for if it were not so I should say: Just as grain is distinctive in that one 
places it in storage and it is normally eaten as it is, so too I need include 
only similar items. 

What, then, do I include? Rice and millet and panicum and sesame. 

On what basis do I include other types of pulse? 

Scripture says: You shall tithe (all the yield of your seed). 

Shall I include pulse which is normally eaten as it is. yet not include lu¬ 
pine and mustard seed which are not normally eaten as they are? Scripture 
says: You shall tithe (all . . . that comes forth from the field) (Deut. 14.22). 

Is it possible [that they are subject to the law] even though they have not 
taken root? Scripture says and you shall eat. 

On what basis [do I know] to include green vegetables among produce 
subject to the laws of tithes? Scripture says: all the tithe of the land (Lee. 
27:30). 

Of the seed of the land (Lev. 27:30) —to include garlic, pepperwort and 
field rocket. 

Should 1 include turnip, radish and garden seeds which are not eaten? 
Scripture says: of the seed of the land, but not all the seed of the land. 

Of the fruit of the trees (Lev. 27:30) —to include the fruits of trees. 

Should I include sycamore pods, carobs [from the area of] Salmonah and 
carobs [from the area of] Cedurah which are not eaten? Scripture says: of 
the fruit of the trees, but not all the fruit of the trees. 

On what basis [do I know] that a man tithes what he eats? Scripture says: 
You shall tUhe (Deut. 14:22). 

Is it possible [to tithe produce] even though its processing is not com¬ 
pleted in the field? 

Scripture says: as the com of the threshing floor (Num. 18:27) —lo, it 
[i.e., the threshing floor] is in the field. 
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And as the fullness of the wine press (Num. 18:27) —[he is not required 
to tithe] until it [i.e., the wine] is in the wine press [but he is permitted to 
tithe beforehand], 

Is it possible that a man make a snack in the field [after processing is 
complete]? Scripture says: You shall tithe (Deut. 14:22). 

On what basis do I know that he must tithe what he sows? Scripture 
says: what comes forth from the field (Deut. 14:22), 

How do I know that he must tithe what he stores away (but does not 
eat)? 

Scripture says, The yield of your seed. 

They said: They destroyed the stalls of the sons of Hanan three years be¬ 
fore [the fall of] the Land of Israel [to the Romans] because they [i.e., the 
stall owners] would remove their produce from the scope of the tithing 
laws. 

For they would interpret [Scripture] to mean [the following]: You shall 
tithe . . . and you shall eat (Deut. 14:22) —[that is, the one who eats shall 
tithe] but not the merchant. 

The yield of your seed (Deut. 14:22) —[that is, the farmer shall tithe,] 
but not the buyer. 

COMPOSITIONS BASED ON BOTH CLOSE READING OF 
VERSES OF SCRIPTURE AND SPECULATIVE 
DISCOURSE ON SCRIPTURAL THEMES 

Genesis Rsbbeh 

Translated by H. Freedman, in Midrash Rabbah, ed. H. Freedman and 
Maurice Simon (London: The Soncino Press, 1939). Genesis. 1:249-256. 

GENESIS RABBAH CHAPTER 32 (TO CEN. 7:1). 

[I.A] And the Lord said unto Noah: Come thou and all thy house into the 
ark [etc.] (Gen, 7:1). It is written. You destroy them that speak falsehood 
[etc.] (Ps. 5:7); this refers to Doeg and Ahitophel; “Them that speak false¬ 
hood”: them and their speech. R. Phineharf said: Them and their company. 
The man of blood and deceit (ibid), the one permitted incest and blood¬ 
shed, and the other permitted incest and bloodshed. The one [Ahitophel] 
permitted incest and bloodshed, [when he counselled Absalom], Go in 
unto your father’s concubines (2 Sam. 16:21). The other [Doeg] permitted 
incest: [Where do we find this?] Said R. Nahman b, Samuel b. Nahman: 
He annulled his [David’s] citizen rights and declared him an outlaw and as 
one dead, so that his blood was permitted and his wife was permitted. The 
Lord abhors (Ps. loc. cit.): this means that they will neither be resurrected 
nor judged. But as for me (ibid. 8): as they have acted so have I acted; yet 
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what is the difference between me and them? Only that You have shown 
me love and said to me. The Lord also has put away your sin: you shall not 

die (2 Sam. 12:13). 

[B] [Another interpretation:] It refers to the generation of the Flood: "You 
destroy them that speak falsehood them and their speech. “ The man of 
blood," as it is written, The murderer rises t vith the light [etc.] (Job 24:14); 
"And deceit." as it is written, For the earth is filled with violence (Gen. 
6:13). "The ljord abhors they [the generation of the Flood] will neither be 
resurrected nor judged. " But as for me" [Noah]: as they have acted so have 
I acted, yet what is the difference between me and them? Only that You 
have shown love to me and said to me: Come you and all your house into 

the ark. 

[II] For the Lord is righteous, He loves righteousness; the upright shall be¬ 
hold His face (Ps. 11:7). R. Tanhuma in R. Judah’s name and R. Menahem 
in R. Eleazar's name said: No man loves his fellow-craftsman. A Sage, how¬ 
ever, loves his compeer, e.g., R. Hiyya loves his colleagues and R. Ho- 
shaya his. The Holy One, blessed be He, also loves His fellow-craftsman: 
hence, Fur the Lord is righteous. He loves righteousness. The upright shall 
behold His face applies to Noah, as it is written. And the Lord said unto 
Noah: Come you . . .for you have I seen righteous before me. 

[III. A] The Lord tries the righteous; but the wicked and him that loves vio¬ 
lence His strnl hates (Ps. 11:5). R. Jonathan said: A potter does not test de¬ 
fective vessels, hecause he cannot give them a single blow without break¬ 
ing them. Similarly the Holy One, blessed be He, does not test the wicked 
but only the righteous: thus, “ The Lord tries the righteous." R. Yose b. R. 
Hanina said: When a flax worker knows that his flax is of good quality, the 
more he beats it the more it improves and the more it glistens; but if it is of 
inferior quality, he cannot give it one knock without its splitting. Similarly, 
the Lord does not test the wicked but only the righteous, as it says, 'The 
Lord tries the righteous." R. Eleazar said: When a man possesses two cows, 
one strong and the other feeble, upon which does he put the yoke? Surely 
upon the strong one. Similarly, the Lord tests none but the righteous: 
hence, “The Lord tries the righteous." Another interpretation: “ The Lord 
tries the righteous" applies to Noah: hence, And the Lord said unto Noah: 
Come you and all your house into the ark; for you have 1 seen righteous 
[ etc.]. 

[B] For you have l seen righteous [etc.]. R. Eleazar b. Azariah said: We 
find that a portion of a man’s merits may be declared in his presence, but 
all of them only in his absence. For thus it says in reference to Noah, For 
you have l seen righteous, whereas in his absence it says, A man righteous 
and whole-hearted (Gen. 6:9). R. Eliezer b. R. Yose the Galilean said: We 
find that we utter but a portion of the praise of Him at whose word the 
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world came into being, for it is said. Say unto God: How tremendous is 
Your work! (Ps. 66:3), and it says, O give thanks unto the Lord, for He is 

good (Ps. 118:1). 

[IV. A] Of every clean beast you shall take with you . . . and of the beasts 
that are not clean [etc.] (Gen. 7:2). R. Judan in R. Yohanans name, R. 
Berekiah in R. Leazar’s name, and R. Jacob in R. Joshua’s name said: We 
find that the Holy One, blessed be He, employed a circumlocution of three 
words in order to avoid uttering an unclean [indelicate] expression; It is not 
written, ‘And of the unclean beasts,” but . . that are not clean." R. Judan 
said: Even when [Scripture] comes to enumerate the signs of unclean ani¬ 
mals, it commences first with the signs of cleanness [which they possess]: it 
is not written, “The camel, because he parts not the hoof,” but, Because he 
chews the cud but parts not the hoof (Lev. 11:4); The rock-badger, because 
he chews the cud but parts not the hoof (Lev. 11:5); The hare, because she 
chews the cud but parts not the hoof (Lev. 11:6); The swine, because he 
parts the hoof, and is cloven-footed, but chews not the cud (Lev. 11:7). 

[B] Of the fowl also of the air , seven each —E.V. “ Seven and Seven" 
(Gen . 7:3 ). If you say that it means seven of each kind, one of them would 
lack a mate; hence it means seven males and seven females; "not that I 
need them” [said God], "but to keep seed alive upon the face of all the 
earth 

[V.A] For yet seven days [etc.] (Gen. 7:4). R. Simeon b. Yohai said: They 
have transgressed the Torah which was given after forty days, therefore “/ 
will cause it to rain . . .forty days and forty nights.” R. Yohanan said: 
They corrupted the features which take shape after forty days, therefore ‘7 
will cause it to rain . . .forty days and forty nights 

[B] And every living substance [Yekum] that I have made will 1 blot out, R. 
Berekiah said: That means, whatever exists (kayomaya) upon it. R. Abin 
said: The one who arose against him [his brother]. R. Levi said in the name 
of Resh Lakish: He [God] kept him [Cain] in suspense until the Flood 
came and swept him away: hence it is written. And He blotted out every 
one that had arisen (Gen. 7:23). 

[C] And Noah did according unto all [etc.] (Gen. 7:5). The present verse 
refers to the taking in of the animals, beasts, and birds. 

[VI.A] And Noah tons six hundred years old [etc.] (Gen. 7:6). R. Judah 
said: The year of the Flood is not counted in the number [of Noah’s years]. 
Said R. Nehemiah to him: It is counted in the chronological reckoning. 

[B] And Noah went in, and his sons, [etc.] . . . because of the waters of the 
flood (Gen. 7:7). R. Yohanan said: He lacked faith: had not the water 
reached his ankles he would not have entered the Ark. 

[VII.A] And it came to pass after the seven days (Gen. 7:10). This teaches 
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that the Holy One, blessed be He, gave them a respite during the seven 
days' mourning for the righteous Methusaleh, so that they might repent, 
yet they did not. Another interpretation: And it came to pass after the 
seven days: R. Joshuab. Levi said: Seven days the Holy One, blessed be 
He, mourned for His world before bringing the Flood, the proof being the 
text. And it grieved Him (Gen.6:6), while elsewhere we read. The king is 
grieving for his son (2 Sam. J9.-3). 

[B] On the same day were all the fountains of the great deep broken up 
[etc.] (Gen. 7:11). R. Yose b. Durmaskith said: They sinned through the 
eyeball, which is like water, therefore the Holy One, blessed be He, pun¬ 
ished them by water. R. Levi said: They abused their fountains, therefore 
the Lord reversed the natural order: the natural order is for rain to descend 
and the deep to come up, but here. Deep calls unto deep (Ps. 42:8). 

(VIII.A) In the selfsame day entered Noah (Gen. 7:13). R. Yohanan said: 
Had Noah entered the Ark at night his whole generation would have said, 
“We did not know what he was doing, but had we known we would not 
have permitted him to enter." Hence he entered "In the selfsame day" 
(with the challenge], “Let him who objects speak out!” 

[B] They, and every beast after its kind [etc.] (Gen. 7:14). They were the 
principals and all others were secondary. 

[C] Every bird of every wing. R. Eleazar said: R. Yose interpreted this to 
his colleagues: This excludes those which were moulting or maimed as unfit 
for the sacrifices of the Noachides. 

( L>] And they that went in, went in male and female of all flesh (Gen. 7.-/6). 
Said he to him: "Am I a hunter!" “Does that matter to you," He retorted; it 
is not written, "And they that were brought," but, And they that went 
in —of their own accord. R. Yohanan quoted: Seek out of the book of the 
Lord, and read (Is. 34:16): if they came of their own accord in order to be 
shut up twelve months in the Ark, how much the more (will they come) to 
gorge on the flesh of tyrants! Hence it is written, And thou , son of man, 
thus says the Lord God: Speak to the birds cf every sort, and to every 
beast of the field: Assemble yourselves, and come; gather yourselves on ev¬ 
ery side to My feast that 1 do prepare for you, even a great feast, upon the 
mountains of Israel, that you may eat flesh and drink blood. The flesh of 
the mighty shall you eat, and the blood cf the princes of the earth shall you 
drink [etc.] (Exek. 39:1 7 f.) . 

(E] And the Lord shut him in. R. Levi said: This may be compared to a 
king who decreed a general execution in a country, but took his friend, im¬ 
mured him in prison, and set his seal upon him. Even so, And the Lord 
shut him in. 

(IX. A] And the waters increased, and bore up the ark [etc.] (Gen. 17). R 
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Phinehas said in R. Levi’s name: Noah’s ark thus sank in the water like a 
ship standing in harbour. 

[B] And the waters prevailed . . . and the ark went upon the face of the 
waters (Gen. 7:18). R. Phinehas said in R. Levi’s name: The ark thus 
floated upon the water as upon two planks [covering a distance] as from 
Tiberias to Susitha. 


[X] And the waters prevailed . . . and all the high mountains were covered 
(Gen. 7:19). R. Jonathan was going up to worship in Jerusalem, when he 
passed the Palatinus and was seen by a Samaritan, who asked him, 
“Whither are you going?’’ “To worship in Jerusalem,” replied he. “Would it 
not be better to pray at this holy mountain than at that dunghill?” he 
jeered. “Wherein is it hlessed?” inquired he. “Because it was not sub¬ 
merged by the Flood." Now R. Jonathan momentarily Forgot the teaching 
[on the subject], but his ass-driver said to him, “Rabbi, with vour permis¬ 
sion I will answer him,” “Do,” said he. “If it is of the high mountain,” he 
answered, “then it is written, 'And all the high mountains were covered 
While if it is of the low ones, Scripture ignored it.” R. Jonathan immedi¬ 
ately descended from his ass and made him [the driver] ride three miles 
and applied three verses to him: (i) There shall not be male or female bar¬ 
ren among you, or among your cattle (Deut. 7:14) —i.e., even among your 
cattle drivers; (ii) Rakkathek [E.V. “thy temples ’] is like a pomegranate 
split open (Song 4:3): even the emptiest (rekanim) among you are as full of 
answers as a pomegranate [is of seeds]; and thus it is written, (iii) No 
weapon that is formed against you shall prosper , and every tongue that 
shall rise against you in judgment you shall condemn (Is. 54:17). 

[XI.A] Fifteen cubits upward did the waters prevail (Gen. 7:20). R. Judah 
said: Fifteen cubits over the mountains and fifteen cubits over the plains. 
R. Nehemiah said: Fifteen cubits over the mountains, but over the plains, 
any height. 

[B] And all the flesh perished . . . all in whose nostrils was the breath of 
(nishmath) the spirit of (ruah) life [etc.] (Gen. 7:21f.) R. Samuel the son- 
in-law of R. Hanina the colleague of the Rabbis said; Here the neshamah is 
made identical with ruah, whereas in an earlier passage the neshamah is 
identified with nefesh. How do we know that wc should apply the teaching 
of each passage to the other? Because “life” is written in both places, prov¬ 
ing that they are analogous. 


[C] Whatsoever was in the dry land, died. This excludes fish. But some 
maintain that they too were included among those who were to be gath¬ 
ered into [the ark], but they fled to the Ocean [the Mediterranean]. 

[D] And he blotted out every living substance . . . and Noah only (Ak) was 
left (Gen. 7:23): Ak is a diminishing particle: he too coughed blood on ac¬ 
count of the cold. 
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Leviticus Rabboh 

Translated by J. Israels tarn in H. Freedman and M. Simon, eds., Midrash 
Rabbah. Leviticus. Chapters I-X1X translated by J. Israelstam. Chapters 
XX-XXXVII translated by Judah J. Slotki (London: The Soncino Press, 
1939), 4:188-198. 


LEVITICUS KABBAH CHAPTER 15 

(TO LEV. 13 2EE.) 

[1] When a man shall have in the skin of his flesh a rising, or a scab, or a 
bright sjmt, and it becomes in the skin of his flesh the plague of leprosy 
[etc.} (Lev. 13:2). This is [alluded to in] what is written. He appoints a 
weight for the wind, and metes out the waters by measure (Job 28:25). R. 
Huna said: In three instances did a wind go forth of unmeasured force, 
which was capable of destroying the world, namely, one in the days of Job, 
another in the days of Jonah, and another in the days of Elijah; in the days 
of Job, as it is said, And behold, a great wind came from across the wilder¬ 
ness [etc.] (Job 1:19); in the days of Jonah, as it is said, But the Lord 
hurled a great wind into the sea (etc.) (Jon. 1:4); in the days of Elijah, as it 
is said. And He said: Go forth and stand upon the mount before the Lord. 
And. behold, the Lord passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the 
mountains, and broke in pieces the rocks [etc.] (1 Kings 19:11). R. Judah b. 
R. Shalom said: The one [i.e., the wind] in the case of Job was the same as 
in the case of Jonah, and as in that of Elijah. The wind in the case of Job 
was intended for that house only, the one in the case of Jonah for that ship 
only, the one in the case of Elijah for that occasion only. The greatest of 
them all was the one in the case of Elijah. This is indicated by what is writ¬ 
ten, "And He said ... a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and 
broke in pieces the rocks.” R. Tanhum b. R. Hivya said, and some say it in 
the name of the Rabbis: the King-Messiah will not come until all the souls 
which it was originally the divine intention to create shall have come to an 
end, namely, those spoken of in the book of Adam, the first man, of which 
it is said, This is the book of the generation of Adam (Gen. 5:1). R. Joshua 
b. Hananiah said; When a wind issues forth, the Holy One, blessed be He, 
breaks it through the mountains and weakens it by means of the hills and 
says to it: ‘Take care not to harm My creatures,’’ as it is said, For the wind 
that is from Me becomes faint, and souls which 1 have made (Is. 57:16), 
[render the latter part of the verse,] "For the sake of the souls which I have 
made." 

''And metes out the waters by measure" R. Judan b. R. Simeon said: 
Even the waters which come down from above are given by measure. This 
is [indicated by] what is written, For he reduces (gara) the drops of water 
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which distill as rain from His vapor (Job 36:27), and it is written, And a re¬ 
duction shall be made (gara) from your valuation (Lev. 27:18), 

[II] Another exposition: "He makes a weight for the spirit [etc.] " R. Aha 
said: Even the Holy Spirit resting on the prophets does so by weight, one 
prophet speaking one book of prophecy and another speaking two books. 
R. Simon said: Two things [i.e., verses] did Beeri speak as a prophet, and 
because they were not sufficient to form a book they were included in the 
Book of Isaiah, namely, And when they shall say unto you: Seek unto the 
ghosts and the familiar spirits [etc J, and its companion verse—“ And He 
metes out the waters by measure R T Judah b. R. Samuel said: This means: 
Even the words of the Torah which were given from above were given by 
measure, namely Scripture, Mishnah, Talmud, "Halachah," and "'Hagga- 
dah/’ One man becomes versed in Scripture, another in Mishnah, another 
in Talmud, another in “Haggadah,” yet another in all of them. 

Another exposition: "He appoints a weight for the wind" Often people 
say: “So-and-so bas an unusually long breath, So-and-so s breath is short, 
one who has a catarrhal breath.“ And he metes out the water by mea¬ 
sure” Man is evenly balanced, half of him is water, and the other half is 
blood. When he is deserving the water does not exceed the blood, nor does 
the blood exceed the water; but when he sins, it sometimes happens that 
the water gains over the blood and he then becomes a sufferer from dropsy; 
at other times the blood gains over the water and he then becomes leprous. 
Th is is [indicated by] what is written, Adam [i.e., A man,] read as if O 
dam, “Or [if it be] blood [that exceeds]. 

[III] Another exposition on When a man shall have in the skin of his flesh 
[etc.] . This is alluded to in what is written, Who has cleft a hollow for the 
waterflood [shetef] (Job 38:25). R. Berekiah said: There are places where 
they call hair by the term shitfa. There is a story about a man who sat and 
delivered a homily: There is no single hair for which the Holy One, blessed 
be He, did not create its own follicle, so that one should not draw away 
sustenance from the other. Said his wife to him: “And now you wish to go 
forth to seek your livelihood? Stay and your Creator will sustain you.” He 
listened to her and stayed, and his Creator sustained him. Or [cleft] a way 
for the lightning of the thunder (ibid.). Even for the thunder that issues 
out of the firmament did the Holy One, blessed be He, make a path all for 
itself. And why all that?—So that it should not go forth and destroy the 
world. R, Abin said: [The tests mentioned by Scripture] may be compared 
to the case of a vegetable garden into which a spring flows. As long as the 
spring flows into it the vegetables in it are dark, if the spring ceases, the 
vegetables in it fade. Even so, if a man proves worthy. But if.. . and black 
hair be grown therein; the scall is healed, he is clean (Lev. 13:37), but if 
not. And the hair tn the plague be turned white . . . it is the plague of lep- 
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rosy, and the priest shall . . . pronounce him unclean (Lev. 13:3). It is 

therefore written, Adam [to be read as if] 0 dam. 

[IV] Another exposition on When a man shall have in the skin of his flesh 
a rising [etc.}. This is alluded to in what is written, Judgments are pre¬ 
pared for the scorners, and stripes for the back of fools (Prov. 19:29). Pun¬ 
ishments are prepared for the scoffers. Usually when a man rides an ass, if 
it is recalcitrant he beats it, and if it plays pranks with him he beats it [but 
not otherwise]. In this instance, however, “For the scorners judgments are 
prepared"—“And stripes," etc, This may be compared to the case of a lady 
of rank who, on entering the king’s palace, saw whips hanging [around], 
and was terrified; hut the king said to her: "Be not afraid; these are meant 
for the male and female slaves, but you are here to eat and drink and make 
merry." So, too, when Israel heard the section of Scripture dealing with 
leprous affections, they hecame afraid. Said Moses to them: “These are 
meant for the wicked nations, but you are intended to eat, drink and be 
joyful,” as it is said. Many are the sufferings of the wicked , but he that 
trusts in the Lord, mercy encompasses him about (Ps. 32:10). 

Rabbi and R- Ishmael b. Jose were engaged on the study of the Scroll of 
lamentations on the eve of the [Fast of the] Ninth of Ah which fell on a 
Sabbath, when it was growing dark, from Minhah- time onwards, and omit¬ 
ted one alphabetical chapter, saying: We shall complete it to-morrow. 
When Rabbi left he suffered injury to his little finger, and applied to him¬ 
self that passage, viz., “ Many are the sufferings of the wicked." [Said R. 
Hiyya to him: “For our sins has this happened to you, as it is written, The 
breath of our nostrils, the anointed of the Lord, was caught for their cor¬ 
rupt deeds (Lam. 4:20} R. Ishmael h. R. Jose said to him: “Even had we 
not been engaged on this passage, I would have said so; now that we have 
been engaged thereon, there is so much the more reason to say so." When 
he [i.e., Rabbi] reached home, he put on it [i.e., his finger] a dry sponge 
and wrapped reed-grass round it, outside thereof [i.e., of the sponge]. Said 
R. Ishmael b. R. Jose: From him we then learnt three things, viz., (a) a 
sponge does not heal, it only protects the wound, (b) it is permitted to tie 
round it reed-grass which is in the house, since it is designedly kept in 
readiness [for such purposes], and (c) it is not permitted to read the Hagi- 
ographa [on a Sabbath] except from Minhah-time onwards, but one may re¬ 
cite them by heart and deliver expositions on them, and if it is required for 
some purpose to examine [a passage of the Hagiographa], one may take up 
(a copy] and examine it. Samuel said: A small piece of potsherd and a small 
piece of reed-grass [it is permitted to handle in the house]. R. Judan taught 
in the name of R. Samuel: It is permitted to handle the stopper of a cask 
and broken pieces thereof on the Sabbath [within the house], but if one has 
thrown them on the dustheap it is forbidden to handle them. 
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R. Eleazar and R. Tanhum of Bozrah said in the name of R. Jeremiah: 
Even a wicked man who has repented is accepted by the Holy One, 
blessed be He, as it is said, “ Many are the sufferings of the Wicked, but he 
[who was wicked] that [now] trusts in the Lord, mercy encompasses him 
about .“ 

[V] What is written prior to the present subject?— If a woman produce 
offspring, bearing a male child, she shall be unclean seven days (Lev. 
12:1). What is written after this?— When a man shall have in the skin of his 
flesh a rising [etc.]. What has one subject to do with the other [that they 
should be juxtaposed]?—Said R. Tanhum b. Hanilai: This may be com¬ 
pared to a she-ass which was sick and was cauterized, and her foetus 
emerged with a cauterization mark. What caused it to come out with a cau¬ 
terization mark?—The fact that its mother was cauterized. Likewise, who 
causes a new-born child to be leprous?—Its mother, who did not observe 
her period of separation. 

R. Abin said: This may be compared to a vegetable garden into which a 
well empties; as long as the well empties into it, it will grow lichen. Like¬ 
wise if a man comes in unto his wife during the period of her separation, he 
produces leprous children. R. Abin applied to this the verse, The fathers 
have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge (Jer. 
31:29); and these [i.e., the children] apply to their parents the following 
verse. Our fathers have sinned, and are not; and we have borne their sins 
(Lam. 5:7). 

[VI] R, Abin said in the name of R. Yohanah: It is written. And if she be 
not able to bring a lamb, [etc.] (Lev. 12:8). What is written immediately af¬ 
ter this?— When a man shall have in the skin of his flesh a rising [etc.]. 
What has one subject to do with the other [that they should be 
juxtaposed]?—The Holy One, blessed be He, said: T told you: Bring a sac¬ 
rifice after [the] birth [of a child], but you did not do so. As you live, I shall 
oblige you to go to the priest”; as it is said [of a leper]. He shall be brought 
unto Aaron the priest (ibid.). 

R. Yohanan said: Why was the passage relating to hallah juxtaposed with 
one relating to idolatry?—To inform you that if one fulfills the precept of 
hallah it is as if he abolished idolatry; but if one neglects the precept of 
hallah it is as if he maintains idolatry. R. Eleazar said: It is written, For 
[one comes to grief] through a harlot even through a loaf of bread (Prov. 
6:26). What causes him to come to grief through a harlot? The fact that he 
has eaten of her loaf which was not tithed. 

R. Simeon b. Laqish said: It is written, And every man's hallowed things 
shall be his: whatsoever any man gives the priest, it shall be his (Num. 
5:10). Immediately thereafter it is written. If any mans wife go aside, and 
act unfaithfully against him . . . then shall the man bring his wife to the 
priest (Num. 5:12-15). What has one suhject to do with the other [that 
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they should be juxtaposed]?—The Holy One, blessed be He, said: “I said 
to you: Bring your gift to the priest. You did not do so. As you live, I will 
ohlige you to hring your wife to the priest," as it is said, “The n shall the 
man bring his wife to the priest .” 

[VII] R. Levi said: Blessed actions bless those that are responsible for 
them, but cursed actions curse those that are responsible for them. It is 
written, A perfect and just weight—you shall have [etc.j (Deut, 25:15). 
This means: If you act thus, you will have something to take and something 
to give, something to buy and something to sell. Cursed actions curse those 
responsible for them, as it is written, You shall not have —[if there he] in 
your hag diverse tveights, a great and a sntall. You shall not have —[if 
there be] in your house diverse measures, a great and a small (Deut. 
25;13f.). [This means:] If you do such things, you will not have anything to 
take or give, to buy or sell. The Holy One, blessed be He, said: "I said to 
you: You may not make one measure great and another small: Now if you 
have made, as you live, you will not make sufficient profit even with [us¬ 
ing] a small measure [for purposes of selling]." Similar thereto is [the impli¬ 
cation of the verse], You shall not make toith Me—gods of silver, or gods of 
gold, you shall not make unto you (Ex. 20:20), but if you do, then, hy your 
life, you will not be ahle to afford to have even gods of wood or stone. 

[VIII] How [much of a person’s body] is [to be visible at] an examination 
for leprosy?—In the case of a man, as [much as is visible] when one digs, 
and as when one plucks olives; as when one digs, for [the examination of] 
the privy parts, and as when one plucks olives, for [the examination of] the 
arm-pit. In the case of a woman, as [much as is visible] when she is 
preparing bread, and as when she is suckling her child; [as when she is 
preparing bread, for the examination of the privy parts, and as when she is 
suckling her child] for the examination under the breasts, and as when 
weaving at an upright loom for [an examination] of the arm-pit of the right 
hand. R. Judah said: Also as when spinning flax for [an examination of the 
arm-pit] of the left hand. Moreover, precisely the extent to which one need 
be visible [when examined] for leprosy, need one be visible for the process 
of [purification from leprosy by the bringing of a sacrifice and] shaving. We 
have learnt in the Mishnah: One is entitled to examine for [and pronounce 
on] any leprosy except his own leprosy, R. Meir said: Not even for the lep¬ 
rosy of one's relatives. Who then examined the leprosy of Miriam? If you 
should say it was Moses who examined, why, a non-priest may not examine 
for leprosy. If you should say it was Aaron who examined her, why. a rela¬ 
tive may not examine for leprosy. [The answer is:] The Holy One, blessed 
be He, said: “I am a priest, I shut her up and I shall declare her clean." 
This is indicated by what is written. And the Lord said: . . . let her be shut 
up without the camp seven days , and after that she shall be brought in 
again . . . and the people journeyed not till Miriam u«t brought in again 
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(Num. 12:l4f.). Since it is the case that the people [halted and journed] 
with the ‘‘Shechinah,” it follows that the “Shechinah” waited for her [i.e., 
Miriam], 

R. Levi said in the name of R. Hama b. R. Hanina: Moses was much 
grieved on account of this matter, saying: “Is it in accordance with the dig¬ 
nity of my brother Aaron that he should have to examine for leprosy?” Said 
the Holy One, blessed be He, to him: “Does he not [by way of recom¬ 
pense] have the benefit of the twenty-four gifts [which are the prescribed 
perquisites] of the priesthood?” The proverb says: "He who eats of the 
palm’s heart will be beaten with the stick of the dried up palm. ” 

[IX] A rising (seeth) alludes to Babel, since it is said. You shall take up 
this parable against the king of Babylon, and say: How have the oppressor 
ceased! The exactress of gold (“madhebah”) ceased! (Isa. 14:4). R. Abba b. 
Kahana said: “ Madhebah ” means a kingdom which says “Medod, habe” 
[i.e., “measure out and bring,” sc. tribute]. R. Samuel h. Nahman said: 
[“Madhebah" means] a kingdom which causes to flame up the face of any¬ 
one who comes to it. The Rabbis say: [Babylon is called “Madhebah"] be¬ 
cause Its head was of gold — (dehab) (Dan. 2:32), [and it is further said,] 
You [Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon,] are the head of gold (Dan. 2:38). 

A scab (sappahath) alludes to Media which reared Haman who inflamed 
(shaf) the people [of Media] like a snake, of which it is said. Upon your 
belly shall you go (Gen. 3:14). 

A bright spot [bahereth ] alludes to Greece [i.e., Syria] who made herself 
conspicuous by her decrees against Israel, saying to them: “Write on the 
horn of an ox that you have no share in the God of Israel. ” The plague of 
leprosy alludes to Edom [i.e., Rome], because it[s power] is derived from 
the strength of [the blessing of] the old man [viz. Isaac]; And it become in 
the skin of his flesh the plague of leprosy. In this world the priest examines 
for leprosy; but in the World to Come—says the Holy One, blessed be 
He—"I will render you clean.” Thus it is written, And I will sprinkle clean 
water upon you, and you shall be clean [Ezek. 36:25). 

COMPOSITIONS BASED ON SPECULATIVE DISCOURSE 

ON SCRIPTURAL THEMES 

Lamentations Robbah 

Translated by A. Cohen in Midrash Rabbah, ed. by H. Freedman and 
Maurice Simon. Lamentations (London: The Soncino Press, 1939), 7:6—9, 
105-113. 

LAMENTATIONS RABBAH PROEMS 3-5, 

[III] R. Abba b. Kahana opened his discourse with the text, I saw not in 
the assembly of them that make merry, nor rejoiced (Jer. 15:17). The Corn- 
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munity of Israel spoke before the Holy One, hlessed be He: "Sovereign of 
the Universe, never did I enter the theatres and circuses of the heathen 
peoples and make merry and rejoice." I sat alone because of your hand 
(ibid.): Pharaoh’s hand attacked me, but 1 sat not alone. Sennacherih’s hand 
attacked me, hut I sat not alone, Since, however, Your hand attacked me, I 
sat alone. ” How sits solitary" (Lam. 1:1). 

[IV] R. Ahbahu opened his discourse with the text. But they like men 
have transgressed the covenant (Hos. 6:7). This alludes to the first man, of 
whom the Holy One, hlessed be He, said, “I hrought him into the Garden 
of Eden and imposed a command upon him, hut he transgressed it; so 1 
punished him by driving him out and sending him forth, and lamented 
over him, Ekah." “I hr ought him into the Garden of Eden," as it is said. 
And the Lord God took the man, and put him into the Garden of Eden 
(Gen. 2:15). "I imposed a command upon him,” as it is said, And the Lord 
God commanded the man, saying (Gen. 2:16). "But he transgressed My 
command," as it is said, Have you eaten of the tree, whereof I commanded 
you that you should not eat? (Gen. 3:11). “So I punished him by driving 
him out,” as it is said, So He drove out the man (Gen. 3:24), and "by 
sending him forth,” as it is said, Therefore the Lord God sent him forth 
(Gen. 3:23), and "lamented over him, Ekah," as it is said, Where are 
you?—jayyekahj (Gen. 3:9J, this being written ekah. 

Similarly with his descendants. I brought them into the land of Israel, as 
it is said. And I brought you into a land of fruitful ftelds (Jer. 2:7). I gave 
them commandments, as it is said, Comtnand the children of Israel (Lev. 
24:2). They transgressed My ordinances, as it is said. Yea, all Israel have 
transgressed Thy law (Dan. 9:11). So I punished them by driving them 
out, as it is said, / will drive them out of My house (Hos. 9:15), and by 
sending them forth, as it is said. Cast them out of My sight and let them go 
forth (Jer. 15:1); and I lamented over them, "How sits solitary.” 

[V] R. Abbahu, in the name of R. Yose b. Hanina, opened his discourse 
with the text, Therefore thus says the Lord God: Woe to the bloody city 
(Ezek. 24:6): alas for the city in the midst of which they shed blood. "To the 
pot whose filth is therein": in which the dregs remain. "And whose filth is 
not gone out of it”- whose dregs have not departed from it. “firing it out 
piece by piece": they went into exile in sections. 

In what order were they exiled? R. Eleazar says: The tribes of Reuben 
and Gad went into exile first. R. Samuel b. Nahman says: The tribes of 
Zebulun and Naphtali went into exile first; and so it is written, As at the 
first time He made light the land of Zebulun and the land of Naphtali (Is. 
8:23). How, then, does R. Eleazar interpret the verse quoted by R. Samuel 
b. Nahman? As the tribes of Reuben and Gad went into exile, so did the 
tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali go into exile. "But the latter has dealt a 
more serious blow [hikbidj": R. Abba b. fCahana said: [The meaning is,] He 
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swept them as with a broom (makbid): and so it is written, 1 will sweep it 
with the broom of destruction (Is. 14:23). No lot is fallen upon it (Ezek. 
24:6): R, Nahman said in the name of R. Aha: What means “no lot is fallen 
upon it'’? The Holy One, blessed be He, said, “At the time when I caused 
lots to be cast for the heathen nations of the world to be exiled, they did 
not go into captivity; so why were you exiled? Because her blood is in the 
midst of her (Ezek. 24:7).” To what purpose is all this? That it might cause 
fury to come up (Ezek. 24:8). 

R. Judan asked R. Aha, “Where did the Israelites slay Zechariah, in the 
Court of Israel or the Court of Women?” He replied, “In neither of these, 
but it was in the Court of the Priests. Nor did they treat his blood as was 
done with the blood of a ram or hind; for in connection with the blood of 
these animals it is written, He shall pour out the blood thereof and cover it 
with dust (Lev. I7.T3), but of this incident it is written, For her blood is in 
the midst of her, she set it upon the bare rock; she poured it not upon the 

ground, to cover it with dust (Ezek. 24:7).” 

Another interpretation of “Therefore thus says the Lord God, Woe to the 

bloody city (Ezek. 24:9)": alas for the city in the midst of which they shed 
hlood. *7 also will make the pile great (Ezek. 24:9)"-. I will multiply punish¬ 
ments. “Heaping on the wood (Ezek. 24:10)”: these are the enemys le¬ 
gions. “ Kindling the fire”: these are the kings. “That the flesh be con¬ 
sumed”: this refers to the Community. " And preparing the mixture”: R. 
Joshua and R. Nehemiah in the name of R. Aha said: Inasmuch as all Israel 
kept saying, "Nebuchadnezzar has gathered to himself all the wealth of the 
world, will he need ours?” the Holy One, blessed be He, retorted: “By 
your lives, I will make your wealth as desirable to him as the spices which 
are used at a banquet.” "That the bones also may be burned”: you find that 
at the time when the Israelites went into exile, their bodies steamed like a 
spiced dish. “Then will I set it empty upon the coab thereof (Ezek. 24:11)”: 
R. Eleazar said: Had the text said, “broken,” there would never have been 
a remedy for them; but since it says, "empty," [there is hope of a remedy, 
because] an empty vessel may eventually be filled. To what purpose is all 
this? ‘ ‘ That it may be hot , and the bottom thereof may burn , and that the 
impurity of it may be molten in it, that the filth of it may be consumed ” 
Since they sinned, they were exiled; and since they were exiled, Jeremiah 
began to lament over them, “ How sits solitary ” 

LAMENTATIONS RABBAH TO LAM, 15-9 

[32] For the Lord has afflicted her for the multitude of her fra regres¬ 
sions. Perhaps He acted so without reason; therefore it is stated, For the 
multitude of her transgressions. 

Her young children are gone into captivity before the adversary. R. Ju- 


166 



EXEGESES OF SCRIPTURE: SAMPLE CHAPTERS 


dah said: Come and see how beloved are children by the Holy One, 
blessed lie He. The Sanhedrin was exiled, but the Shechinah did not ro 
into exile with him. The priestly watches were exiled, but the Shechi¬ 
nah did not ro into exile with them. When, however, the children were 
exiled, the Shechinah went into exile with them. That is what is writ¬ 
ten, Her young children are gone into captivity before the enemy. This 
is immediately followed by [And gone is from the daughter of Zion her 
splendor j. 

[33] And gone is from the daughter of Zion all her splendor (Lam. 1:6). 
The scriptural text reads min bath. R. Aha said: We possess one excellent 
portion, viz. the Holy One, blessed he He, of whom it is written, O Lord, 
the portion of [tnenathj mine inheritance and of my cup (Ps. 16:5). All her 
splendor: this alludes to the Holy One, blessed be He; as it is said, Thou 
art clothed with glory and splendor (Ps. 104:1). Another interpretation of 
All her splendor . this alludes to the Sanhedrin, as it is written. Strength 
and splendor are her clothing (Prov. 31:25). Another interpretation of All 
her splendor: this alludes to the disciples of the sages; as it is written, You 
shall rise up before the hoary head , and honor the face of the old man 
(Ijiv. 19:32). Another interpretation of AW her splendor: this alludes to the 
priestly watches; as it is written. And praise in the splendor of holiness (2 
Chron. 20:21). Another interpretation of All her splendor: this alludes to 
the children. R. Judah said: Come and see how beloved are children by the 
Holy One, blessed be He. The Sanhedrin were exiled but the Shechinah 
did not ro into exile with them. Tbe priestly watches were exiled but the 
Shechinah did not ro into exile with them. W'hen, however, the children 
were exiled, the Shechinah went into exile with them. For is it not written, 
Her young children are gone into captivity before the adversary, which is 
immediately followed by And gone is from the daughter of Zion all her 
splendor? 

Her princes are become like harts that ftnd no pasture. R. Judah said: 
When they are tender-hearted they are likened to lambs; as it is said. Then 
shall the lambs feed as in their pasture (Is. 5:17); but when they are hard¬ 
hearted they are likened to harts, as it is said Her princes are become like 
harts. R. Simon said in the name of R. Simeon h. Abba and R. Simeon b. 
Laqish said in the name of R. Joshua: As harts turn their faces one beneath 
the other in the time of intense heat, so the eminent men of Israel would 
see a transgression committed but turn their faces away from it. The Holy 
One, blessed be He, said, "A time will come when I will do the same to 

YOU.” 

And they are gone without strength before the pursuer. R. Azariah said 
in the name of R, Judah b. R. Simon: When Israel perform the will of the 
Omnipresent they add strength to the heavenly power; as it is said, To God 
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we render strength (Ps. 60:14). When, however, Israel does not perform 
the will of the Omnipresent, they weaken, if it is possible to say so, the 
great power of Him Who is above; as it is written, You weakened the Rock 
that begot you (Deut. 32:18). R. Judah b. R. Simon said in the name of R. 
Levi b. R, Tarfon: When Israel perform the will of the Omnipresent they 
add strength to the heavenly power; as it is stated, And now, 1 pray thee, 
let the power of the Lord be great (Num. 14:17). When, however, Israel do 
not perform the will of the Omnipresent they weaken, if it is possible to say 
so, the great power of Him Who is above, and they too are gone without 
strength before the pursuer. 

R. Huna, R, Aha, and R. Simon said in the name of R. Simeon b. 
Laqish, and the Rabbis said it in the name of R. Hanina: A man would say 
to his fellow in Jerusalem, “Teach me a page of Scripture,” but he would 
reply, “I have not the strength,” [He would say,] “Teach me a chapter of 
Mishnah,” but he would reply, “I have not the strength.” The Holy One, 
blessed be He, said to them, “A time will come when I will act so with 
you.” And they are gone without strength before the pursuer: R. Aha said: 
Just as Israel was sent into exile by a “pursuer,” written plane, so will they 
be rescued by a “redeemer,” written plane, as it says. And a redeemer will 
come to Zion (Is. 59:20), where the word is written plene. 

[34] Jerusalem remembers in the days of her affliction and her anguish 
[merudehah] (Lam. 1:7). In the days of her affliction she remembered the 
revolts { meradin ) in which she rebelled against the Holy One, blessed be 
He, All her treasures that she had: these are the words of the Torah, as it is 
stated, More to be desired are they than gold, yea, than much fine gold 

(Ps. 19:11). 

Now that her people fall by the hand of the adversary. The Babylonian 
Rabbis say; When the ox falls many are the slaughterers; while the Pales¬ 
tinian Rabbis say: When the ox falls men sharpen their knives. 

And none does help her. The Babylonian Rabbis say: When the bride is 
ill-treated, she recalls the seven days of her marriage feast; while the Pales¬ 
tinian Rabbis say: When the son goes barefoot he recalls the comfort of his 
father’s house. 

The adversaries have seen her, they have mocked at her desolation 
[mishbattehah]: i.e., at her sabbaths, as it is stated. Remember the sabbath 
day, to keep it holy (Ex. 20:8). Another interpretation of mishbattehah: at 
her sahbatical years, as it is stated, But in the seventh year shall be a sab¬ 
bath of solemn rest for the land (Lev. 25:4). Another interpretation of 
mishbattehah: this alludes to R. Yohanan b. Zakkai who ceased to be in 
Jerusalem. 

[35] Jerusalem have grievously sinned (Lam. 1:8). Do the heathen na¬ 
tions, then, not sin? But although they sin, it has no sequel in punishment. 


168 



EXEGESES OF SCRIPTURE: SAMPLE CHAPTERS 


Israel, however, sinned and were punished. There she is become as one un- 
clean [le-nidahj: i.e., she was doomed to vagabondage. 

All that honored her despise her, because they have seen her nakedness. 
She herself also sighs, and turns backward; backtvard from the priesthood, 
backward from kingship. 

[36] Her filthiness was in her skirts (Lam. 1:9). R. Berekiah said in the 
name of R. Ahha b. Kahana: All the priests who officiated in the days of 
Zedekiah were uncircumcised. That is what is stated. In that you have 
brought in aliens, uncircumcised in heart and uncircumcised in flesh, to be 
in My sanctuary (Ezek. 44:7). Another interpretation of her filthiness was 
in her skirts: in her nether limbs, as it is stated, Upon the skirts of the robe 
(Ex. 28:34). Another interpretation of her filthiness was in her skirts: As we 
have learnt: There was a place helow Jerusalem with the name Topheth. R. 
Judah said: [It was so called] because of the seduction (tophteh) to idolatry 
which was there. R. Yose said: [The Targum translates it] “the valley of Bar 
Hinnon.” A hollow image was set up there within the innermost of seven 
chamhers, holding a copper plate in its hand upon which a fire-pan was 
placed. When a person brought an offering of flour one chamber was 
opened for him; when he brought one of doves and pigeons, two chambers 
were opened for him; of a lamh, three were opened for him; of a ram, four 
were opened for him; of a calf, five were opened for him; of an ox, six were 
opened for him; hut when a person brought an offering of his child the 
seven were opened for him. They placed the child on the copper plate, 
kindled the fire-pan heneath him, and sang before the image, "May the 
sacrifice be pleasant and sweet to thee!” Why did they do this? So that the 
parents should not hear the groans of their children and retract. 

A heathen priest went to a certain man and said to him, “[I have come to 
you] because the image has declared to me that of all the children you have 
you are unwilling to sacrifice one." He replied, “Are they, then, under my 
control? One works with gold, another with silver, a third with sheep, and 
a fourth with the herds. But wait! You have seen that I have a young child 
at school. When he arrives home 1 will give him to you." The Holy One, 
hlessed be He, said to him, “Wretch! Of all the sons you have there is none 
you are willing to sacrifice for idol-worship except this child who is conse¬ 
crated to My name!" R. Judan b. R. Simon said in the name of R. Levi b. 
Parta: It may be likened to a lady whose lover said to her, “Prepare some 
hot food for me." So she took the king's portrait and used it as fuel to pre¬ 
pare hot food for him. The king said to her, “Of all the wood that is in this 
house you could not use any to prepare hot food for your lover except my 
image!" In like manner the Holy One, blessed be He, said to the wicked 
man: “Of all the sons you have there is none you are willing to sacrifice for 
idol-worship except the child who is consecrated to My name!” That is what 
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is stated, Moreover you took your sons and your daughters , whom you had 
borne to me t and these you sacrificed to them to be devoured (Ezek. 16:20). 
Nevertheless, Therefore is she come down wonderfully: she is come down 
into sore trials. 


Esther Rabbah I 

Translated by Maurice Simon in Midrash Rabbah , ed. H. Freedman and 
Maurice Simon (London: The Soncino Press, 1939), 9:5-9, 18-32. 

PROEMS 4-8 

[4] Samuel opened with the text: And yet for all that , when they are in 
the land of their enemies t I did [E.V. "will*’] not reject them , neither did I 
abhor them , to destroy them utterly f to break My covenant with them; for l 
am the Lord their God (Lev. 26:44). “I did not reject themf in Babylon; 
‘‘Neither did I abhor them "—in Media. “To destroy them utterly "—when 
subject to Greece. ‘To break My covenant with themf —when subject to 
the kingdom of wickedness. “For / am the Lord their God *—in the Messi¬ 
anic era. R. Hiyya taught: ‘7 did not reject them '—in the days of Vespa¬ 
sian; "Neither did I abhor them ”—in the days of Trajan. ‘To destroy them 
utterly w —in the days of Haman. "To break my covenant with them *—in 
the days of the Romans* "For / am the Lord their God *—in the days of 
Gog and Magog. 

[5] R. Judah b. R. Simon opened with the text: As if a man did flee from 
a lion [etc.] (Amos 5:19). R. Huna and R. Hama in the name of R. Hanina 
said: “As if a man did flee from a lion" —this refers to Babylon, which is 
designated by the words, The first was like a lion (Dan. 7:4). And a bear 
met him (Amos t loc. tit.), this refers to Media, designated in the words. 
And behold another beast, a second , like to a bear (Dan. 7:5). (R. Yohanan 
said: The word “ ledob ” (a bear) is written defectively. This accords with the 
opinion of R. Yohanan given in his dictum, Therefore a lion out of the for¬ 
est slays them (Jer . 5:6); this refers to Babylon. A wolf of the desert spoils 
them (ibid.), this refers to Media. A leopard watches over their cities —this 
refers to Greece. Everyone that goes thence is torn in pieces —this refers to 
Edom.) And he went into the house (Amos, loc. tit.) —this refers to 
Greece, in the era of which the Temple was still standing. And a serpent 
bit him —this refers to Edom, of which it says, The sound thereof shall go 
like the serpent’s (Jer. 46:22). Similarly it says, Open to me, my sister 
(Song 5:2): this refers to [Israel under] Babylon. My love (ibid.) —this re¬ 
fers to Media. My dove —this refers to Greece. My undefiled —this refers 
to Edom. "Dove” refers to Greece because throughout the days of the Gre¬ 
cian domination the Temple stood and Israel used to offer pigeons and 
doves on the altar. 
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R. Phinehas and R. Levi in the name of R. Hama b. Hanina explain as 
follows: It is written, In my distress I called upon the Lord (Ps. 18:7 )—in 
Babylon, And cried to my God —in Media. Out of His temple He heard my 
voice —in Greece. For R. Huna said on his own account: “My dove" refers 
to the kingdom of Greece, because throughout the Grecian domination the 
Temple was standing and Israel used to offer pigeons and doves on the al¬ 
tar, Hence, “Out of His temple He heard my voice." And my cry came be¬ 
fore Him unto His ears —this refers to Edom. Another explanation: "As if a 
man did flee from a lion" —this refers to Nebuchadnezzar. “ And a bear met 
him" —this refers to Belshazzar. And went into the house and leaned his 
hand on the wall, and a serpent bit him (Amos, loc. cit.) —this refers to 
Haman, who hissed at the people like a serpent; for so it is written. Rehum 
the commander and Shimshai the scribe —the latter being the son of Ha¬ 
man— wrote a letter ... to Artaxenes the king in this sort (Ezra 4:8). 
What was written in it? Be it known now to the kin g . . . they will not pay 
“minda," “belo," or “halak" (ib. 13). “Minda" is the land tax, “belo" is the 
poll-tax. “Halak" is forced labor. The “apsom" of the kings will be damaged. 
R. Huna and R. Phinehas explain: Even the things with which royalty en¬ 
tertains itself (mithpateh), such as theatres and circuses, this city injures. 
When he heard this, he sent and stopped the building of the Temple, and 
when they saw this they began to cry, Woe! this being the meaning of 
Wayyehi (there was woe) in the days of Ahasuerus. 

[6| R. Isaac opened with the text. When the righteous are increased the 
petrple rejoice; but when the wicked beareth rule, the people sigh (Prov. 
29:2). When the righteous attain greatness, there is joy and gladness in the 
world, there is wah! wahf in the world. Thus it says. Now king (weha- 
melek) David (l Kings 1:1) —as if to say, wah! that David is become king. 
Now king [weha-melekJ Solomon (ib. 11:1) —as if to say, ivah! that Solomon 
is king. Then king [weha-tnelek] Asa (ib. 15:22) —as if to say, wah! that Asa 
is king. These cases refer to kings of Israel. How do we know the same of 
Gentile kings? Because it says, Also Cyrus the king — lweha-melek} (Ezra 


1:7) — wah! that Cyrus is king. When, however, the wicked attain to great¬ 
ness, there is woe (way) and groaning and fierce anger in the world. Thus it 
says, And Ahab, the son of Omri reigned—[wayyimlokj (1 Kings 
16:29) —as if to say, woe (way) that Ahab son of Omri is become king! 
Again, And Hosea son of Elah reigned—woe that Hosea son of Elah is be¬ 
come king. And Zedekiah the son of Josiah reigned [vayyimlokj as king 
(Jer. 37:1) —woe that Zedekiah son of Josiah is become king. We find the 
same with Gentile kings, as it is written, And it came to pass [wayyehiJ in 
the days of Ahasuerus —woe that Ahasuerus is become king! 

[7] R. Levi opened with the text. Rut if you will not drive out the inhab¬ 
itants of the land from before you, then shall those that you let remain of 
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them be as thorns in your eyes, and as pricks in your sides (Num. 33:55). 
This may be applied to Saul, at the time when Samuel said to him. Now go 
and smite Amelek (1 Sam * He said to him on his return: You went 

forth virtuous and have brought hack a sinner and spared him, as it says, 
But Saul and the people spared Agag (ib. 9). Lo, a scion shall spring from 
him who shall inflict on you hardships like thorns in your eyes and pricks in 
your sides. Who will this be? Haman, who decreed to destroy, to slay, and 
to cause to perish. When they all saw this, they hegan crying, Woe! 
Wayyehi (there was woe) in the days of Ahasuerus. 

[8] R. Hanina b. Adda opened with the text, The words of a wise man's 
mouth are gracious (EccL 10:12). This refers to Cyrus, of whom we read, 
Thus says Cyrus king of Persia: All the kingdoms of the earth have the 
Lord, the God of heaven, given me; and He has charged me to build Him a 
house in Jerusalem which is in Judah (Ezra 1:2). But the lips of a fool will 
swallow up himself (EccL, loc , cit.) because he went on, The God who is in 
Jerusalem (Ezra 1:3). The beginning of the words of his mouth is foolish¬ 
ness (EccL 10:13). Wherein lay the foolishness? In his saying. Whosoever 
there is among you of all His people, his God be with him (Ezra, loc. cit.) 
And the end of his talk is grievous madness (EccL, loc. cit.) —hecause he 
decreed that whoever had crossed the Euphrates might remain across, but 
he who had not yet crossed should no longer do so. Another explanation of 
“The beginning of the words [etc.]": This refers to Ahasuerus, of whom we 
read, And in the reign of Ahasuerus in the beginning of his reign wrote 
they an accusation [etc.] (Ezra 4:6). “And the end of his talk [etc he¬ 
cause he rose and put a stop to the building of the Temple. When they all 
saw this, they began to cry, Woe! Wayyehi (there was woe) in the days of 
Ahasuerus! 

ESTHER RABBAH 1:1-16 

[1] Now it came to pass in the days of Ahasuerus (Esther 1:1). R. Joshua 
b, Karhah said: [He was called Ahasuerus] because he made the face of Is¬ 
rael black (hishhir) like the sides of a pot. R. Berekiah said: Because he 
made the head of Israel ache (hikhish rosh ) with fasting and affliction. R> 
Levi said: Because he made them drink gall ( hihkah rosh ) and wormwood* 
R. Judah said: Because he sought to uproot Israel from the foundation. R, 
Tahalifa b. Bar Hanah said: Because he was the brother of the head (ahiw 
shel rosh), the brother of Nebuchadnezzar. How could be be his brother? 
Was not one a Chaldean and the other a Median? The fact is that one 
stopped the building of tbe Temple and the other destroyed the Temple; 
therefore Scripture put tbem on the same level; and so we read, Even one 
that is slack in his work is brother to him that is a destroyer (Prov. 18:9). 
“Even one that is slack in his work"— this is Ahasuerus who stopped the 
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huilding of the Temple. '7s brother to him that is a destroyer" —this is 
Nehuchadnezzar who destroyed the Temple. 

This is [hu} Ahasuerus. R. Judah and R. Nehemiah explained differently. 
One said: Ahasuerus who put his wife to death on account of his friend. 
This is [the sameJ Ahasuerus who put his friend to death on account of his 
wife. R. Nehemiah said: Ahasuerus who stopped the building of the Tem¬ 
ple, This is [the same} Ahasuerus who ordered that it should be built. But 
did he order this? Was it not Cyrus who ordered this, as it is written. In 
the first year of Cyrus the king, Cyrus the king made a decree concerning 
the house of Cod ... let the house be built [etc.} (Ezra 6:3)? But the fact is 
that at that time all his counsellors came before him [Darius] and said: 
"Your father decreed that it should not be built, and will you order it to be 
built? Can a king annul another king’s decree?" He said to them: “Bring me 
the copies of the State archives." Forthwith they brought them to him; thus 
it is written, Then there was found at Ahmetha, in the palace . . . a roll (ib. 
2). What was written therein? Make ye now a decree to cause these men to 
cease (ib. 4:21 J. He said to them: “Is it written, for ever? It says only, Cnti/ 
a decree shall be made by me (ib.). Who can say that if my father had been 
alive he would not have built it?” Hence the Scripture mentions him along 
with the prophets, as it says. And the elders of the Jews built and pros¬ 
pered, thnmgh the prophesying of Haggai [etc.} (ib. 6:14). 

[2] The word hu (he was) is found five times in a bad and five times in a 
good sense. The five times in a bad sense are: He /Nimrod/ was [hu} a 
mighty hunter before the Lord (Gen. 10:9); This is [hu] Esau the father of 
the Edomites (ib. 36:43); These are [hu} that Da than and Abiram (Num. 
26:9), This same [huj king Ahaz (2 Chron. 28:22); and This is [huj Ahasue¬ 
rus. Five times in a good sense, namely, Abram—the same [hu} is Abra¬ 
ham (1 Chron. 1:27); These are that [hu} Moses and Aaron (Ex. 6:27), and 
These are that [hu} Aaron and Moses (ib. 26); And David was [hu} the 
youngest (1 Sam. 17:14); Has not the same [hu} Hezekiah (2 Chron. 32:12); 
This [hu} Ezra went up from Babylon (Ezra 7:6). R. Berekiah said in the 
name of the Rabbis of Babylon; We have one better than all of them, 
namely, He is [hu} the Lord our God; His Judgments are in all the earth 
(Ps. I0S.-7), implying that the Attribute of Mercy is everlasting. 

[3] Ahasuerus. R. Levi and the Rabbis differed on this. R. Levi said: 
Ahasuerus is the same as Artaxerxes; and why was he called Ahasuerus? 
Because no one could mention him without feeling a headache (hosesh et 
rosho). The Rabbis said: Artaxerxes was the same as Ahasuerus; and why 
was he called Artaxerxes? Because he used to fall into a passion and then be 
sorry (martiah vehash). Ahasuerus: this is Ahasuerus. R. Isaac and the Rab¬ 
bis explained differently. R. Isaac said: [He was the] Ahasuerus in whose 
days all trouble came, as it says. There was great mourning among the Jews 
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(Esther 4:3). This is Ahasuerus: in whose days all blessings came, as it says, 
The Jews had gladness and joy, a feast and a good day (ib. 8:17). The Rah- 
his say: Ahasuerus , before Esther went in unto him; This if Ahasuerus; af¬ 
ter Esther went in unto him he did not have intercourse with women in 
the period of their separation. 

[4] Who reigned: but up to now he had not reigned, from Hodu even up 
to Cush. Is it not merely a short distance from Hodu to Cush? What it 
means is that as he reigned from Hodu to Cush, so he reigned over a hun¬ 
dred and twenty-seven provinces. Similarly we find: For he had dominion 
over all the region on this side the River , from Tiphsah even unto Gaza (1 
Kings 5:4). Now is it not only a short distance from Tiphsah to Gaza? What 
it means, however, is that as he ruled from Tiphsah to Gaza, so he ruled 
over the whole world. Similarly we find, From the Temple up to Jerusalem , 
kings shall bring presents unto Thee (Ps. 68:30). Is it not only a short dis¬ 
tance from the Temple to Jerusalem? What it means, however, is that just 
as the offerings extend from the Temple to Jerusalem, so there will be a 
procession of messengers with gifts for the Messiah, as it is written, Yea , all 
kings shall prostrate themselves before him (ib. 72:11). R. Cohen the 
brother of R. Hiyya b. Abba said: As the Divine Presence stretches from 
the Temple to Jerusalem, so will the Divine Presence one day fill the world 
from end to end, as it is written, And let the whole earth be fdled with His 
glory , Amen , and Amen (ib. 13). 

[5] A hundred and seven and twenty. R. Eleazer said in the name of R. 
Hanina: Are there not two hundred and fifty-two governorships in the 
world? Now David ruled over all of them, as it is written, And the fame of 
David went out into all lands (1 Chron. 14:17). Solomon also ruled over all 
of them, as it says, And Solomon ruled over all the kingdoms, [etc.] (1 
Kings 5:1). Aha also ruled over all of them, as it is written, As the Lord 
your God lives , there is no nation or kingdom, whither my Lord has not 
sent to seek you . . * and imposed an oath on the kingdom [etc.! (ib. 18:10). 
Now can one impose an oath where he is not suzerain? Another proof is 
from this verse: Then he numbered the young men of the princes of the 
provinces, and they were two hundred and thirty-two (ib. 20:15). Where 
were the rest? R. Levi and the Rabbis gave different answers. R. Levi said: 
They perished of famine in the days of Elijah; the Rabbis said that 
Benhadad came and took them, as it says. And Ben-hadad the king of Aram 
gathered all his host together; and there were thirty and two kings with 
him , and horses and chariots; and he went up and besieged Samaria , and 
fought against it (ib. 1). We only require twenty and you say thirty-two! 
There were some provinces which were rebellious, and he took a couple of 
men and kept them as hostages in his power. {R. Berekiah and the Rabbis 
[explained the verse, He has caused the arrows of His quiver to enter into 
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my reins (Lam. 3:13)}. R. Berekiah said: This means that they took prison¬ 
ers (bene ukaift ) and hostages ( bene amorai ). The Rabbis said: The prison¬ 
ers were called bene ukaiji because they were curbed with manacles 
(arkuf). The hostages are called bene amorai because they are exchanges 
(i temuroth ) for their fathers: and so it says. The hostages \bene ha- 
taaruboth} also (2 Kings 14:14), so called because they were substitutes 
(meuraboth) for their fathers.) Nebuchadnezzar ruled over all countries, as 
it says, And wheresoever the children of men, the beasts of the field, and 
the fowls of the heaven dwell , has He given them unto your hand (Dan. 
2:38). Cyrus ruled over all of them, as it is written, Thus said Cyrus 
All the kingdoms of the earth has the Lard . . . given me (Ezra 1:2). Darius 
ruled over all of them, as it says, Then king Darius wrote unto all the peo¬ 
ples (Dan. 6:26). Ahasuerus ruled over half of them. Why only over half? 
R. Huna gave different explanations in the names of R. Aha and the Rah- 

bis. R. Huna said in the name of R. Aha: Cod said to him: "You have 
halved My kingdom, in saying, He is the God who is in Jerusalem (Ezra 
1:3). As you live, I will halve your kingdom." The Rabbis say: Cod said to 
him: "You halved the size of My house, saying, The height thereof three¬ 
score cubits ( ih. 6:3); as you live, 1 will halve your kingdom.” Then let it 
say in the text, "a hundred and twenty-six provinces.” Why does it say, A 
hundred and twenty-seven? In truth God said to him: “You added one as¬ 
cent to My house, saying, Whosoever there is among you of all His people . 

. . let him go up (ib. 1:3). I too will grant you an ascent, an addition from 
Myself; and so Cod gave him an additional province over the half, as it 
says, A hundred and twenty-seven provinces. 

(6] R. Levi said in the name of R. Samuel h. Nahman: It is written, And 
the hair of His head like pure wool (Dan. 7:9), indicating that no creature 
has the least claim upon Him. R. Judan said in the name of R. Aibu: It is 
written, / have trodden the winepress alone, and of the peoples there was 
no man with Me (Is. 63:3). Does Cod require the assistance of the nations 
that He says, "And of the peoples there was no man with Me '? What the 
Holy One, blessed be He, really said was this: “When 1 shall examine the 
records of the nations and they shall be found to have no merit before Me, 
then J shall tread them in My anger, and trample them in My fury." R. 
Phinehas and R. Hilkiah in the name of R. Simon said: It is written. And it 
shall come to pass in that day, that I will seek to destroy all the nations 
[etc.] (Zech. 12:9). “1 will seek!" Who can prevent Him? In fact what God 

meant was this: When I shall examine the records of the nations and thev 

# 

will not be found to have any merit before Me, then 1 will seek to destroy 
all the nations." R. Simon said in the name of R. Yohanan: It is written. 
Vengeance is Mine . and recompense, against the time when their foot shall 
dip (Deut. 32:35). Is it any sign of might to say, "When the enemies of Is- 
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rael become feeble I shall punish them?” What God really said was this: 
“When they shall cease performing their usual good deeds and shall not be 
able to point to any merit before Me, then, ‘Vengeance is Mine, and recom¬ 
pense.’ ” R. Berekiah in the name of R. Levi and R, Huna in the name of 
R. Levi and R. Judan in the name of R. Levi all expounded in the same 
way the verse, Your hand shall he equal to all your enemies; your right 
hand shall overtake those that hate you (Ps. 21:9). This means: May Your 
right hand be ready to punish Your enemies; may the Attribute of Justice 
be at hand for them; may [Your right hand] disclose how few good deeds 
they have performed. Therefore it is said, "May Your right hand find those 
that hate You.’’ 

[7J Another explanation of A hundred and seven and twenty provinces: 
R. Judah and R. Nehemiah joined issue. R. Judah said: He suhdued seven 
which were as formidable as twenty and twenty which were as formidable 
as a hundred. R. Nehemiah said: He took troops from seven and conquered 
twenty and then he took troops from twenty and conquered a hundred. 
How did he conquer them? R. Judah and R. Nehemiah gave different an¬ 
swers. R. Judah said: They lay in the shape of a semi-circle, so that when 
those on the circumference were conquered, the rest were conquered ipso 
facto. {R. Phineh as said: The [inhabited] world is circular in shape. R. 
Abun said: Like the surface of a kab measure.) R, Nehemiah said: They 
were like a watercourse; if you conquer those on the outside, those within 
are conquered automatically. 

[8] As, R. Aqiba was once sitting and expounding, the disciples became 
drowsy. In order to rouse them he said: How did Esther merit to reign 
over a hundred and twenty-seven provinces? Because thus said God: “Let 
Esther the descendant of Sarah who lived a hundred and twenty-seven 
years come and reign over a hundred and twenty-seven provinces. ’ 

[9] R. Levi said: Wherever you find the word “field” ( sadeh ) in Scripture, 
it implies a city; wherever you find “city” (tr) it implies a metropolis; wher¬ 
ever you find metropolis { medinah ) it implies a province. Whence do we 
know that “field” implies “city”? Because it says. Go to Anathoth, to your 
own fields (1 Kings 2:26). Whence do we know that “city” implies metropo¬ 
lis? Because it says, Go through the midst of the city, through the midst of 
Jerusalem (Ezek, 9:4). Whence do we know that metropolis implies a prov¬ 
ince? Because it says, A hundred and seven and twenty provinces 
[ medinah ]. 

[10] That in those days (Esther 1:2). This was one of the occasions on 
which the ministering angels lodged complaints before the Holy One, 
blessed be He, saying: “Sovereign of the Universe, the Sanctuary is de¬ 
stroyed and this wretch sits and makes carousal!” God answered them: “Set 
‘days’ against ‘days’”; for so it is written. In those [days] saw / in Judah 
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some treading winepresses on the sabbath (etc.) (Neh. 13:15). R. Helbo 
said, A time of wailing and woe were those days. R. Bibi said: The word 
" hahem” (those) implies, hah (woe) for those days, as we read. Wail ye: 
Woe worth [huh] the day! (Ezek. 30:1). R. Isaac said: Let there be lament 
(nihyah ) for those days, as we read, And lament [nihyah ) with a doleful 
lamentation (Mich. 2:4). 

[11] When the king . . . sat. R. Isaac said: The other nations have no per¬ 
manent seat. They cited in objection the verse. When the king Ahasuerus 
sat. He replied: It is not written here be-shebeth [lit. “in sitting”], hut “ ke - 
shebeth ” [lit. “as sitting”], as if to say, a seat which was yet no seat. But the 
seat of Israel is a real seat, as it says, While Israel dwelt [ be-shebeth } in 
Heshbon (Judg. 11:26). 

[12] On the throne of his kingdom. R. Cohen said in the name of R. 
Azariah: The word malkutho (his kingdom) is written defectively: he 
wanted to sit on the throne of Solomon, but was not permitted. They said 
to him: “No king who is not ruler of the world can sit on it.” He thereupon 
made himself a throne of his own like it. Hence it says. On the throne of 
his kingdom, the word malkutho being written defectively. What then was 
[the greatness of] that throne, of which it says, Moreover the king [ Solo - 
tnonj made a great throne of ivory (2 Chron. 9:17)? For R. Aha observed: 
Surely it is written. Now Ahab had seventy sons in Samaria (2 Kings 10:1) 
and R. Hoshaia said that as he had seventy sons in Samaria so he had sev¬ 
enty in Jezreel, and each had two palaces, one for winter and one for sum¬ 
mer, as it says. And / will smite the winter-house with the summer-house 
(Amos 3:15), while R. Judah b. R. Simon says that each had four, as it says, 
And the houses of ivory shall perish ( ib .)—the Rabbis say that each had 
six, as it says. And the great houses shall have an end (ib.) —and here it 
[merely] says, “A great throne of ivory”? R. Hoshaia Rabbah explained that 
it was made like the Chariot of Him at whose word the world came into be¬ 
ing, the Holy One, blessed be He: and so it says, There were six steps to 
the throne (2 Chron. 9:18) —six corresponding to the six firmaments. But 
are there not seven? R. Abun said: The one in which the King abides is 
specially reserved. There were six corresponding to the six earths, viz. 
eretz , adamah, arka, ge, ziah, neshiah. There is also tebel, but [this is not 
counted because it is written. And He will judge the world [tebel] in righ¬ 
teousness (Ps. 9:9). There were six corresponding to the six orders of the 
Mishnah— Zeraim, Moed. Nashim, Nezikin, Kodeshim and Tohoroth. 
There were six corresponding to the six days of Creation. There were six 
corresponding to the six matriarchs—Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, Leah, 
Bilhah and Zilpah. R. Huna said: There were six corresponding to the six 
precepts which the king was specially admonished to keep, as it is written, 
(i) He shall not multiply wives to himself, (ii) he shall not multiply horses to 
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himself, (iii) neither shall he greatly multiply to himself silver and gold 
(Deut. 17:16f.); and farther, (iv) You shall not wrest judgment; (v) You shall 
not respect persons; (vi) neither shall you take a gift (ib. 16:19). As he as¬ 
cended the first step the herald proclaimed, addressing him, “ He shall not 
multiply wives to himself ” At the second he proclaimed, “ He shall not mul¬ 
tiply horses to himself” At the third he proclaimed, " Neither shall he mul¬ 
tiply to himself silver and gold” At the fourth, “ You shall not wrest judg¬ 
ment”; at the fifth, “You shall not respect persons"; at the sixth, “ You shall 
not take a gift" Similarly it says, And arms on either side by the place of 
the seat (2 Chronloc. cit.). As he went to take his seat, the herald said to 
him: “Know before whom you sit—before Him at whose word the world 
came into being." It is related that when Solomon died, Shishak, king of 
Egypt, came up and took it from them. R. Samuel b. Nahman said: Shishak 
is the same as Pharaoh. And why was he called Shishak? Because he came 
impelled by greed (shekikuth) against Israel, saying, “I am taking it in lieu 
of my daughter s marriage settlement. " He made war with Zerah the Ethio¬ 
pian, who took it from him. Then Asa made war with Zerah the Ethiopian 
and he conquered him and took it from him. It has been taught: Asa and all 
the kings of Judah sat upon it, and when Nebuchadnezzar came up and 
sacked Jerusalem he carried it off to Babylon. From Babylon it was taken to 
Media and from Media to Greece, and from Greece to Edom. R. Elcazer 
b. R. Yose said: I have seen its fragments in Rome, Nebuchadnezzar sat on 
it; Cyrus sat on it; Ahasuerus wanted to sit on it, but was not permitted. 
They said to him: “No one who is not ruler over the whole world can sit on 
it. " He accordingly made one for himself which he paid for; hence it is writ¬ 
ten, On the throne of his kingdom, the word malkutho (kingdom) being 
written defectively. And the top of the throne was round behind (1 Kings 
R, Aha said: like an arm-chair with a footstool. And there were arms 
on either side (ib.). As he ascended the first step, a lion stretched out an 
arm to him; at the second, an eagle stretched out an arm. By the place of 
the seat (ib.): so they received him. By the seat itself there was a golden 
sceptre behind, at the top of which was a dove with a golden crown in its 
mouth, sc that the king should be seated on the throne with the golden 
crown just barely resting on his head. 

[13] R, Aibu said: It is written. For the kingdom is the Lord s; and He is 
the ruler over the nations (Ps. 22:29), and yet you say here [that Ahasuerus 
sat] On the throne of his kingdom? The truth is that formerly sovereignty 
was vested in Israel, but when they sinned it was taken from them and 
given to the other nations, as it says, And I will give the land over into the 
hand of evil men (Ezek. 30:12), which R. Isaac explained to mean, “Into the 
hand of evil stewards. " But tomorrow when Israel repent God will take it 
from the idolaters and restore it to them. When will this be? When saviors 
shall come up on Mount Zion (Obad . 1:21). 
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[14] Which was in Shushan the castle. R. Phinehas said in the name of R. 
Hananel: Said the Holy One, blessed be He, to him: “Cyrus [in mentioning 
the Temple] mentioned also its city and its country, since he said, [To 
build him a house } in Jerusalem, which is in Judah (Ezra 1:2); 1 also will 
mention [along with your throne] the name of your capital”; and so it says. 
Which was in Shushan the castle. 

[15] In the third year of his reign, he made a feast (Esther 1:3). R. Judah 
and R. Nehemiah gave different explanations. R. Judah said: It means, in 
the third year of the making of the throne. When he finished making the 
throne, He made a feast unto all his princes and his servants. R. Nehemiah 
said: In the third year after he stopped the building of the Temple. When 
three years had passed after he stopped the building of the Temple, He 
made a feast unto all his princes and his servants. R. Samuel b. Imi said: 
There were four good points in Ahasuerus. He allowed three years to 
elapse before he assumed the crown or ascended the throne, he waited 
four years before he found a suitable wife, and he did nothing without tak¬ 
ing counsel. R. Phinehas said: Moreover, if anyone did him a good turn, he 
recorded it in writing; and so it says. And it was found written that Morde- 
cai had told [etc.] (Esther 6:2). 

[16] He made a feast unto aU his princes and his servants. Antoninus 
gave a repast to Rabbi. Said Rabbi to bim: "Cannot you afford a really 
bright lamp?” He said to him: "Why should I trouble about these?" He 
replied: "Perhaps they will put thick oil into the lamps [for us also] and 
spoil the repast." "What makes you think so?” he asked. He said: “1 learn it 
from Ahasuerus, of whom we read. He made a feast unto all his princes 
and his servants." 


Peslkta dcRat) Kahane 

Translated by William C. Braude and Israel J. Kapstein, Pesikta deRab 
Kahana. R. Kahana's Compilation of Discourses for Sabbaths and Festal 
Days (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1975), 140-152. 

PISKA 7 (7:1-9). 

And it came to pass at midnight, that the Lord smote all the first¬ 
born in the land of Egypt (Ex. 12:29). 

[1] R. Tanhum of Jaffa, in the name of R. Nunya of Caesarea, began his 
discourse by citing the verse When / pondered how l might apprehend 
this, it proved too difficult for me (Ps. 73.-16). By these words David meant 
that no creature could be so knowing as to apprehend the exact instant of 
midnight—only the Holy One could. For the likes of me, said David, it is 
too difficult. And so because no creature can be so knowing as to appre¬ 
hend the exact instant of midnight—only the Holy One can—therefore 
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Scripture says. And it came to pass [precisely} at midnight that the Lord 
smote. 

[2] R. Aha began his discourse by citing the verse, / am the Lord, that is 
My name; and My glory I do not give to a delayed one, neither My renown 
to things hewn out (Is. 42:8). I am the Lord, that is My name (ibid.) means, 
according to R, Aha, that the Holy One said: I am the Lord, that is My 
name, the name which Adam called Me; that is My name, the name I have 
consented to be called by; that is My name which I have consented to be 
called by when I am with the ministering angels. And My glory I do not 
give to a delayed one (ibid.) means, according to R. Menahema citing R. 
Abin, that God did not give [any kind of independent power] to the de¬ 
mons, [whose creation was delayed to the end of the sixth day of creation], 

But R. Nehemiah, citing R. Mani, [read the end of the verse in Isaiah 
And my glory I do not give to another, and] understood by it that God was 
saying: No other being in the world is able to distinguish between the seed 
of a first birth and the seed which is not that of a first birth—only the Holy 
One can so distinguish. For my part, said Moses, making a distinction of 
this kind is utterly beyond me. And because, by the same token, no other 
being can be so knowing as to apprehend the exact instant of mid¬ 
night—only the Holy One can—therefore Scripture says, and it came to 
pass [precisely] at midnight, that the Lord smote all the first-born. 

[3] It is He that confirms the word of His servant, and performs the 
counsel of His messengers, each of whom says of Jerusalem: “She shall be 
inhabited”; and of the cities of Judah: “They shall be rebuilt, and I will 
raise up the waste places thereof'’ (Isa. 44:26). R. Berechiah said in the 
name of R. Levi; Since we know of an instance in which God confirmed the 
word of a servant of His, is it not certain that He will [confirm the word] 
and perform the counsel of His [many] messengers, each of whom says of 
Jerusalem: “She shall be inhabited”; and of the cities of Judah: "They shall 
be rebuilt”? The instance [R, Berechiah had in mind] was God’s confirma¬ 
tion of the word of His angelic servant who appeared from on high to Jacob 
our father and said to him: “ What is your name?" And he replied “Jacob." 
And he said: “Your name shall be called no more Jacob, but Israel ” (Gen. 
32:28—29). Whereupon the Holy One from on high appeared to Jacob our 
father and confirmed the word of the angelic servant: God said to Jacob, 
"Your name shall not be called any more Jacob, but Israel shall be your 
name” (Gen. 35:10). Hence all the more certain is it that Jerusalem will be 
rebuilt, for all prophetic messengers predict that it will be rebuilt, [and 
God will confirm their words]. 

Another comment: In the phrase confirms the word of His servant (Is. 
44:26), the word of Moses, [he whom God called] “My servant Moses 
(Num. 12:7), is meant; and in the words performs the counsel of His mes¬ 
sengers, Moses is again referred to, [for it is said of him that the Lord] 
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“sent a messenger and brought us forth out of Egypt" (Num. 20:16). Thus 
the Holy One said to Moses: Co tell them, tell Israel, f will go through the 
land of Egypt in that night (Ex. 12:12). And Moses went, but specified an 
exact time, saying to Israel: Thus says the Lord. At the time of midnight 
will I go out into the midst of Egypt (Ex. 11:4). Whereupon the Holy One 
said to Himself: I declared My trust in Moses long ago when I said of Him: 
He is trusted in all My house (Num. 12:7). Shall My servant Moses be 
made out to be a liar? Since Moses said At the time of midnight, I will act 
at midnight (Ex. 12:29). Hence And it came to pass [preciselyj at midnight 
(ibid.). 

(4] At midnight l will rise to give thanks unto Thee because of Thy judg¬ 
ments, of Thy mercy (Ps. 119:62). In regard to this verse, R. Phinehas said 
in the name of R. Eleazar bar R. Menahem: What did David use to do? He 
used to take a psaltery and a harp, put them at the head of his couch, and 
rising at midnight would play upon them. Thereupon the studious in Is¬ 
rael, upon hearing the sound of David's playing, used to say: "If David, the 
king, occupies himself [at midnight] with Torah, so much the more should 
we." And so it turned out that all in Israel occupied themselves with Torah. 

R. Levi said: A window to the north side was left open above David s 
couch, and over against the window was hung the harp. When the north 
wind came up at midnight it blew through the strings, and the harp then 
played of itself. Hence the text when (the instrutnentj played (2 Kings 
3.15). Note that the text does not say "when the minstrel played," but 
when the instrument played, meaning that the barp played of itself. 
Thereat all in Israel, upon hearing David’s voice [accompanying the harp], 
used to say: If David, the king, so occupies himself, all the more should 
we. And so it turned out that all in Israel occupied themselves with Torah. 

It was of this rising at midnight that David sang: Awake, my glory; 
awake, psaltery and harp; l will awake the dawn (Ps. 57:9), as if to say: Let 
my glory—the glory of a king—awake for the sake of my Maker's glory, for 
my glory is nothing at all before my Maker's glory. I will awake the dawn: 
that is, “I will awake the dawn, the dawn shall not awake me.” For his incli¬ 
nation to evil, inciting David, would say to him: “David! It is the imperious 
way of kings to let the dawn awake them. Yet you declare l will awake the 
dawn. It is the imperious way of kings to sleep three hours into the day. 
Yet you say humbly At midnight l will rise to thank Thee because of the 
judgments, because of Thy mercy (Ps. 119,62).’ What did David mean by 
because of the judgments, because of Thy mercy? He meant: Because of 
the judgments Thou brought upon the wicked Pharaoh and because of the 
mercy Thou showed to my grandmother Sarah, as is said, And the Lord 
plagued Pharaoh . . . with great plagues because of Saroi, Abram's wife 
(Gen. 12:17). 

Or, by because of the judgjnents, because of Thy mercy, David meant: 



MIDRASH IN CONTEXT 


Because of the judgments which Thou brought upon certain nations of the 
earth, [such as the Ammonites and the Moabites]; and because of the 
mercy which Thou showed to my grandfather [Boaz] and to my grand¬ 
mother [Ruth]. Had Boaz, [giving in to his sexual desire], permitted him¬ 
self to slip into her as she lay at his feet, whence would I have had my ori¬ 
gin? Instead Thou did put a blessing into his heart so that, [restraining his 
sexual desire], he said: May you be blessed by the Lord, my daughter 
(Ruth 3:10). 

Or, by because of the judgments [etc.] (Ps. 119:62), David meant: Be¬ 
cause of the judgments which Thou brought upon the Egyptians in Egypt; 
and because of the mercy Thou showed our fathers in Egypt at a time when 
they had not the merit of obedience to Thy various commandments, ohedi- 
ence whereby they might have won redemption; for at that time they were 
obedient to only two of Thy commands, those concerned with the blood of 
Passover and the blood of circumcision. Of His mercy then, it is written. 
When I passed by you, and soo> you wallowing in your blood, 1 said to you: 
In your bloods, live (Ezeh. 16:6) —through your bloods, that is, through 
the blood of the Passover lamb and the blood of circumcision. 

[5] [And it came to pass in the (precise) middle of the night (etc.) (Ex. 
12:29).] R. Simeon ben Yohai taught: Moses did not know the exact dura¬ 
tion of an “et, of a rega, or a zeman in the night. Therefore he said about 
midnight (Ex. 11:4). But the Holy One knows the exact duration of an et, of 
a rega, or of a zeman in the night. Therefore with hairbreadth precision He 
could smite the first-born at the very middle of the night. 

Another comment on an event which took place on the same midnight 
many years before, when The night was divided (for Abraham and his ser¬ 
vants while they were pursuing the marauding kings) (Gen. 14:15). How 
did the division of that night come about? R. Benjamin bar Japheth said in 
the name of R. Yohanan: It just happened that way, But the Rabbis said: Its 
Creator divided it, for in the light of the verse And tf came to pass at the 
time of [God’s] dividing of the night (Ex. 12:29), the verse in Genesis is to 
be read not, " The night was divided ,” etc., but He divided the night [for 
Abraham and his servants], etc. (Gen. 14:15). According to R. Tanhuma, 
the Holy One said: Your father Abraham went forth to war at midnight; I, 
with his sons, will likewise go forth to war at midnight. And according to 
the Rabbis, the Holy One said: Your father went forth with Me from ni ght- 
fall until midnight; and I will go forth with his sons from midnight until 
dawn. 

[In seeking to reconcile the statement that At midnight . . . the Lord 
smote all the first-born in the land of Egypt (Ex. 12:29) with the contradic¬ 
tory statement. On the day that I smote all the first-born in the land of 
Egypt (Num. 3.13),] R. Yohanan construed the latter verse as asserting that 
it was the princely counterpart of Egypt in heaven—[symbolic of Egypt s 
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pride in her power as a nation]—who was smitten in the daytime [as distin¬ 
guished from the Egyptians on earth who were smitten at night]. And the 
proof? The verse, At Tehaphnehes also the day shall withdraw itself, when 
l shall break there the yokes of Egypt, and the pride of her power shall 
cease in her [etc.} (Ezek. 30.J8). In further proof [that on the day refers to 
the smiting of Egypt’s pride in her power as a nation], R. Yohanan cited an¬ 
other verse {which likewise says of the time-to-come], In that day there 
shall be five cities in the land of Egypt that speak the language of Canaan, 
and swear to the Lord of hosts; one shall be the city of Heres (Is. 
19:18 )—]a name which signifies either the “city of sherds” or “city of the 
sun”]. (By what names are the five cities known now? R. Hilkiah said in the 
name of R. Simon: No is Alexandria: Noph is Memphis; Tehaphnehes is 


thipianas; the "city of sherds" is Ostracena; and the “city of the sun 


Heliopolis.) 

R. Yohanan ben Zakkai explained away the apparent contradiction, say¬ 


ing: We find in Scripture that the day and the night together are spoken of 
as a day, as is said. And there was evening and there was morning, one day 


(Gen, 1:5). 

R. Joshua bar R. Nehemiah resolved the apparent contradiction on the 
basis of the following verse: Even the darkness is not too dark for Thee; the 
night shines as the day; the darkness is even as the light (Ps. 139:12). The 
verse intimates that God is saying: The darkness, which is the same as light 
to Me, is night only so far as its use to mortals is concerned. 

Another comment: In one place in Scripture it is written, And it came to 
pass at midnight that the Lord smote all the first-born in the land of Egypt 
(Ex. 12:29); but elsewhere Scripture says, On the day that 1 smote all the 
first-born in the land of Egypt (Num. 8:17), a verse which leads one to sup¬ 
pose that the first-born of Egypt died during the daytime. How are the two 
verses to be reconciled? As follows: At nightfall the first-bom were smitten 
with a death-stroke, so that they were in convulsions throughout the night 
and died on the following day. And the proof? Scripture does not say, “We 
are all dead men," but We are all dying men (Ex. 12:33), that is, dying hour 
bv hour. 


As for the repetition of the verse, On the day that 1 smote all the first¬ 
born in the land of Egypt (Num. 8:17), in the verse, On the day that 1 
smote all the first-born in the land of Egypt I hallowed unto Me all the 
first-born in Israel (Num. 3:13), you may say that God meant: On the day 
that the first-born of Egypt died, that was the day on which I hallowed 
unto Me all the first-bom [of Israel] to minister as My priests. 

[6/9] The Lord smote aU the first-born in the land of Egypt (Ex. 12:29) 
—“the first-born” signifying every kind of first-bom: a man’s first-bom or a 
woman s first-bom, whether the first-bom was a male or the first-bom was 
a female. How so? If one man had cohabited with ten women and each of 
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them had had a son by him, then all of the sons were considered the wom¬ 
en's first-born; or if ten men had cohabited with one woman and she had 
had a son by each of the men, then all of the sons were considered the 
men s first-born. 

Now suppose that in a household there was no first-born, belonging ei¬ 
ther to a man or a woman, how would then the verse There was not a 
house where there was not one dead (Ex, 12:30) be justified? R. Abba bar 
Aha explained: The one who had charge of the household was smitten, such 
a one as is referred to in the verse Shimri the one in charge-—for though he 
was not the first-born, yet his father put him in charge (1 Chron, 26:10), 
[Not only was the one in charge smitten,] It is taught in the name of R. 
Nathan: There was a custom in an Egyptian household that when a first¬ 
born died, a statue of him was wrought for the house he had lived in. 
Hence, on the day the Lord smote the first-born, this statue, too, was 
smashed, broken up into fragments, and scattered. And for the father of 
the dead first-born, the statue's destruction was as grievous as though he 
had buried his first-born that very day, 

R. Yudan went further, saying: Since the Egyptians buried their dead in¬ 
side their houses, [on the day the first-born were smitten], dogs, entering 
through sewer pipes, dragged from among the dead the bodies of the first¬ 
born and sported grotesquely with them. For the fathers of the dead first¬ 
born, the dogs' sport was as grievous as though they had buried their first* 
born that very day* 

Af midnight . . . the Lord smote all the first-born . . .from the first-born 
of Pharaoh that was to sit on his throne (Ex. 12:29), From this verse it is 
assumed that Pharaoh himself was a first-born. 

All the first-born gathered around their fathers and pleaded with them: 
‘'Now that Moses has said All the first born in the land of Egypt shall die 
(Ex. 11:5) and all that he had predicted heretofore concerning the Egyptian 
people has befallen them, we must bestir ourselves and get these Hebrews 
out of our midst, else the Egyptian people will die/* The fathers replied: 
“Each one of us has ten sons: let one of them die, just so that the Hebrews 
be not permitted to get out/’ The first-born then said: ‘There is but one 
way to settle the matter: let us go to Pharaoh, himself a first-born, who may 
take pity upon himself and let these Hebrews get out of our midst*'" 

They went to Pharaoh and said to him: “Since Moses has said All the 
first-born * . . shall die and since all that he had predicted heretofore con¬ 
cerning the Egyptian people has befallen them, rise up and let these He¬ 
brews get out of our midst, else the Egyptian people will die/* 

But Pharaoh said [to his servants]: “Get going and beat these poltroons 
until they are humpbacked"; and to the first-born he said: “I have sworn: 
'My life or the lives of the Hebrews!* And you dare speak thus!’* 

At once the first-born went out and slew sixty myriads of their fathers. Of 
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this it is written, To Him that smote Egypt with their first-born (Ps. 
136:10). Scripture does not say here, “To Him that smote the first-born of 
Egypt," but says, To him that smote Egypt with their first-born, which is to 
say, it was the first-born of Egypt that slew sixty myriads of their fathers. 

H. Abun said in the name of R, Judah ben Pazzi: Bithiah the daughter of 
Pharaoh was a first-born. By what merit did she escape death? Through the 
merit of Moses' prayer for her. Of her it is written, "She perceived that 
[Moses], who was called a goodly child, was a shield, and that therefore her 
lamp—her soul—had not gone out by night” ( Prov. 31:18). Since the word 
for “night" is spelled here not, as is customary, laylah, hut layil , the verse 
is to be read in the light of another verse where layil is also exceptionally 
used. This other verse, /( was a night (layil) of watching unto the Lord (Ex. 
12:42), refers to the night when the first-born of Egypt were smitten. 
[Hence it is assumed that on this night Bithiah's lamp did not go out—that 
is, her life was spared.] 

Even unto the first-born of the maidservant that lt behind the mill (Ex. 
11:5). R. Huna and R. Aha [taught] in the name of R, Eleazar ben R. Yose 
the Calilean: Smitten even were the first-born of Egyptian maidservants, 
who, bent over mills in forced labor, used to say, "We are glad to remain in 
slavery so long as Israel remains in slavery, [particularly so long as Israel’s 
well-born women remain in slavery].” The Egyptian maidservants were 
alluding to women such as Serah daughter of Asher, who, upon coming 
down into Egypt, was enslaved and compelled to bend over a mill in forced 
labor. So said R. Judah ben Pazzi citing a traditional Agudah transmitted 
from generation to generation. 

And all the first-born of cattle (Ex. 11:5). Men sinned, to be sure; but 
how can cattle be said to have sinned? Since the Egyptians worshiped the 
ram, however, [the first-born of their cattle were smitten] in order that the 
Egyptians should be unable to say: It is our deity who has brought this 
punishment upon us. Our deity is strong and can stand up for himself, as is 
shown by the fact that this punishment did not come upon such animals as 
represent him. 


Songs Rabbah 

Translated by Maurice Simon in Midrash Rabbah, ed. H. Freedman and 
Maurice Simon (London: The Soncino Press, 1939), 9:91-94. 

SONG OF SONGS RABBAH 2; 1-2. 

Song 2:1. [1] I am a rose (habazeleth) of Sharon. Said the Community of 
Israel: I am the one, and beloved ( habibah ) am I. I am she whom the Holy 
One, blessed be He. loved more than the seventy nations. A rose of 
Sharon: so called because I made Him a shade (zel) by the hand of Bezalel, 
as it is written. And Bezalel made the ark (Ex. 37;J). Of Sharon: so called 
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because I chanted to him a song ( skirah ) together with Moses, as it is writ¬ 
ten, Then sang Moses and the children of Israel (ib. 15:1). Another expla¬ 
nation: 1 am the rose of Sharon: I am the one, and beloved am I. I am she 
who was hidden ( habuyah ) in the shadow ( bezel) of Egypt, and in a brief 
space the Holy One, blessed be He, brought me to Raamses, and I blos¬ 
somed forth in good deeds like a rose, and 1 chanted before Him the song, 
as it says, You shall have a song as in the night when a feast is hallowed (Is. 
30:29). Another explanation: I am a rose of Sharon. I am the one and be¬ 
loved am I. I am she who was hidden in the shadow of the sea, and in a 
brief space I blossomed forth with good deeds before Him like a rose, and I 
pointed to Him with the finger (opposite to me), as it says. This is my God, 
and 1 will glorify Him (Ex. 15:2). Another explanation: 1 am a rose of 
Sharon . I am the one, and beloved am I. 1 am she that was hidden in the 
shadow of Mount Sinai, and in a brief space I blossomed forth in good 
deeds before Him like a lily with hand and heart, and I said before Him, 
All that the Lord has said will we do, and obey (Ex. 24:7). Another expla¬ 
nation: / am a rose of Sharon. I am the one and beloved am I, I am she 
that was hidden and thrust away in the shadow of the ruling powers. To¬ 
morrow when God will deliver me from the shadow of the ruling powers I 
will blossom like a rose and chant before Him a new song, as it says, Sing 
unto the Lord a new son g,- for He has done marvelous things; His right 
hand, and His holy arm, have wrought salvation for him (Ps. 98:1). 

[2] R, Berekiah said: this verse is spoken by the wilderness. Said the wil¬ 
derness: "I am the wilderness, and beloved am I, for all the good things of 
the world are hidden in me, as it says, / will plant in the wilderness the ce¬ 
dar, the acacia tree (Is. 41:19); God has placed them in me for safe keeping, 
and when God requires them from me, I shall return to Him His deposit 
unimpaired. I also shall blossom with good deeds, and chant a song before 
Him, as it says, The wilderness and parched land shall be glad (ib. 35:1).” 
In the name of the Rabbis it was said: This verse is said by the land [of Is¬ 
rael]. It says: “I am it, and I am beloved, since all the dead are hidden in 
me, as it says. Thy dead shall live, my dead bodies shall arise (ib. 26:19). 
When God shall require them from me I shall return them to Him, and I 
shall blossom forth with good deeds like a rose, and chant a song before 
Him, as it says. From the uttermost parts of the earth have we heard songs 
(ib. 24:16)." 

[3] R. Judan and R. Eliezer each gave an exposition [of “rose” and “lily”]. 
R. Judan said: Is not habazeleth the same as shoshanah? The fact is, how¬ 
ever, that while it is still small it is called habazeleth, but when it becomes 
full-sized it is called shoshanah. And why is it called habazeleth? Because 
it is hidden in its own shadow (habuyah bezillah). R. Eliezer said: The 
righteous are compared by Scripture to the most excellent of plants 
and the most excellent species of that plant. To the most excellent of 
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plants—namely, the lily; and the most excellent species of that plant 
—namely, the lily of the valleys. Not to the lily of the mountains, which 
soon withers, but to the lily of the valleys, which goes on blooming- The 
wicked are compared to the vilest of things, and the vilest kind of that 
thing. They are compared to the vilest of things, namely, chaff, and not to 
the chaff of the valley, which has some moisture in it, but [as it is written], 
And they shall be chased as the chaff of the mountains before the wind (Is. 
17:13). 

R. Abha b. Kahana said: The Community of Israel said before the Holy 
One, blessed be He: “1 am she, and beloved am I. For I am plunged into 
the depth of sorrow, but when the Holy One, blessed be He, shall rescue 
me from my sorrows, I shall blossom forth into good deeds before Him like 
a lily, and utter song"; and so it is written. Lord, in trouble have they 
sought Thee (Is. 26:6). R. Aha said: The Community of Israel said: "When 
you look piercingly at me, I blossom forth with good deeds like a lily and 
utter song; as it says, A song of ascents; out of the depths have 1 called 
Thee , O Lord (Ps. 130:1)." The Rabbis said: It is the Community of Israel 
that says this verse. Said the community of Israel: “I am she and beloved 
am I. For I am plunged into the depths of Gehinnom, but when the Holy 
One, blessed be He, shall deliver me from its depths, as it says. He 
brought me up aho out of the tumultuous pit (ib. 60:3). I shall blossom 
forth in good deeds and utter song before Him. as it says. And He has put a 
new song in my mouth (ib. 4)“ This dictum of the Rabbis agrees with the 
following of R. Eleazar the Modiite: In the time to come the guardian an¬ 
gels of the nations will come to accuse Israel before the Almighty, and they 
will say: “Sovereign of the Universe, these worshipped idols and these 
worshipped idols; these were guilty of immorality and these were guilty of 
immorality; these shed blood and these shed blood. Why then do these go 
down to Gehinnom while these do not go down?" Then God will answer 
them saying: “If that is so, let all the peoples go down with their gods to 
Gehinnom,” and so it is written, For let all the peoples walk each one in the 
name of its god (Mic. 4:5). Said R. Reuben: Were it not written in the 
Scripture, it would be impossible to say such a thing: so to speak. For by 
fire will the Lord be judged (Is. 66:16): it does not say shofet (judges), but 
nishpat (is judged). And David said the same thing in the holy spirit: Yea, 
though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, 
for Thou art with me (Ps. 23:4). Another explanation: “ Thy rod' (ib.). This 
refers to chastisements. “And thy staff: by this is meant the Torah. “They 
comfort me": shall I say, without chastisements? Not so, since it says. Only. 
Shall I say, in this world? Not so, since it says. Only goodness and mercy 
shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the 
Lord for ever (ib. 6). 

Song 2:2. [1] As a lily among thorns. R. Isaac applied this verse to 
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Rebekah, as it says, And Isaac was forty years old when he took Rebekah, 
the daughter of Bethuel the Aramean, of Paddan-aram, the sister of Laban 
the Aramean , to be his wife (Gen. 25:20). If the verse wishes to inform us 
that she was from Paddan-aram, why state that she was the sister of I^aban 
the Aramean? It is to tell us that her father was a trickster (ramai), her 
brother was a trickster, and all the men of her place were tricksters, and 
this virtuous one came forth from the midst of them. What does she resem¬ 
ble? A lily among thorns. R. Phinehas said in the name of R. Simon: It is 
written. And Isaac sent away ]acob, and he went to Paddan-aram unto 
Laban, son of Bethuel the Aramean, implying that they were all tricksters. 

[2] R, Eliezer applied the verse to the redemption from Egypt, Just as a 
lily when it is situated between thorns is difficult to pluck, so the deliver¬ 
ance of Israel was a difficult matter for the Holy One, blessed be He, and 
so it says, Or has God assayed to go and take Him a nation from the midst 
of another nation (Deut. 4:34). R. Joshua said in the name of R. Hanan: jiqt 
does not say here, “A nation from the midst of a people,” or ‘a people from 
the midst of a nation," but "a nation from the midst of a nation since both 
were equally uncircumcised, both equally wore front curls, both equally 
wore garments of mixed kinds. That being so, the Attribute of Justice did 
not allow that Israel should ever be delivered. R. Samuel b, Nahman said: 
Had not God bound Himself with an oath, Israel would never have been 
redeemed, for so it says, Wherefore say to the children of Israel, l am the 
Lord, and I will bring you out from under the burdens of the Egyptians 
(Ex. 6:6). The word “ wherefore “ (laken) signifies an oath, as it says, There¬ 
fore [taken] I have sworn unto the house of Eli (1 Sam. 3:14). R, Berekiah 
said: It says, Thou hast with a [strong] arm redeemed Thy people (Ps. 
77:16), as if to say, with main force. R. Judan said; The words "to go 
to take him a nation" to “great terrors" (Deut. 4:34) contain seventy-two 
letters. Should it be objected that there are seventy-five, take out the sec¬ 
ond “g oy" (nation) which is not counted. R. Abin said: He redeemed them 
with His name, the full name of the Holy One, blessed be He, containing 
seventy-two letters. 

[3] R. Azariah said in the name of R. Judah who had it from R. Simon: A 
king once had an orchard in which they went and planted a row of fig-trees 
and a row of vines and a row of apples and a row of pomegranates, and then 
he handed it over to a keeper and went away. After a time the king came 
and inspected the orchard to see how it was getting on, and he found it full 
of thorns and briars. So he brought wood-cutters to cut it down. Seeing in 
it a beautiful rose, he took and smelt it and was appeased, and said: “For 
the sake of this rose the orchard shall be spared.” So the world was created 
only for the sake of Israel. After twenty-six generations the Holy One, 
blessed be He, inspected His garden to see how it was getting on, and he 
found it one mass of water. The generation of Enosh was wiped out with 
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water; the generation of the dispersion was punished with water. So He 
brought wood-cutters to cut it down, as it says. The Lord sat enthroned at 
the Flood (Fs. 29:10), but He saw a beautiful rose, namely Israel, and He 
took and smelt it, at the time when Israel received the Ten Command¬ 
ments, and He was appeased, at the time when Israel said, We will do and 
obey. Said the Holy One, blessed be He: For the sake of this rose let the 
garden be spared; for the sake of the Torah and those who study it let the 
world be spared. 

[4] R. Hanan of Sepphoris applied the verse to the performance of acts of 
piety. It often happens that ten men go to a house of mourning and not one 
of them is able to open his mouth to say the mourners' blessing, until one 
comes and opens his mouth and says the mourners' blessing. What does he 
resemble? A rose among thorns. Again, it often happens that ten men go to 
a wedding feast and not one of them can open his mouth to say the 
bridegroom’s blessing, until one comes who can open his mouth and say 
the bridegroom's blessing. What does he resemble? A rose among thorns. 
It often happens that ten men go into a synagogue and not one of them can 
say the blessings before the shema or pass before the Ark, till one of them 
says the blessings before the shema and passes before the Ark. What does 
he resemble? A rose among thorns. R. Eleazar went to a certain place 
where they said to him, "Say the blessings before the shema." He said to 
them: "I dont know them.’’ They said, “Pass before the Ark," [He said: I 
cannot.] They thereupon said: “Is this R. Eleazar? Is this the man of whom 
they make such a fuss? What is he called Rahbi for?" He felt deeply 
mortified and went to R. Aqiba, his teacher. He said to him: “Why do you 
look so pale?” He told him what had happened. He then said to him: 
"Would you, Sir, be willing to teach me?” He consented and taught him. 
After a time he went again to the same place. They invited him to say the 
blessing before the shema, and he did so; to pass before the Ark, and he 
did so. They thereupon said: “R. Eleazar had become tongue-free 
(ithhasam), and they called him R. Eleazar Hisma R. Jonah used to teach 
his disciples the bridegrooms’ blessing and the mourners’ blessing, so that 
they might be ready for any call upon them. 

[5] R. Huna applied the verse to the [oppression of the] secular powers. 
Just as a rose, if situated between thorns, when the north wind blows is 
bent towards the south and pricked by the thorns, and nevertheless its 
heart is still turned upwards, so with Israel, although taxes in kind and 
other tributes are exacted from them, nevertheless their hearts are fixed 
upon their Father in heaven, as it says. My eyes are ever toward the Lord 
(P$. 25:15). R. Aibo applied the verse to the deliverance of tomorrow. 
When the lily is between thorns it is difficult for the owner to pluck, so 
what does he do? He brings fire and bums all round and then plucks it. So 
The Lord has commanded concerning Jacob t that they that are round 
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about him should be his adversaries (Lam. 1:17), like Halamish to Cava, 
Jericho to Noadan, Susisan to Tiberias, Kastera to Haifa, Lydda to Ono, 
and so it is written. This is Jerusalem! 1 have set her in the midst of the na¬ 
tions (Ezek. 5:5). Tomorrow when the end shall come, what will the Holy 
One, blessed be He, do? He will bring fire and burn all round her, and so 
it is written, And the peoples shall be as the burnings of lime (Is. 33:12). 
What is written in that connection? The Lord alone shall lead him (Deut. 
32:12). 

[6] R. Abun said: This lily when the sun beats upon it withers, but when 
the dew falls it revives. So Israel, so long as the shadow of Esau is in the 
ascendant, seem to be withered in this world, but when the shadow of 
Esau shall pass away Israel shall blossom forth, as it says, 1 will be as the 
dew unto Israel; he shall blossom as the lily (Hos. 14:6). Just as the lily em¬ 
pires only with its scent, so Israel expire only with religious acts and good 
deeds. Just as the whole purpose of the lily is to give scent, so the righ¬ 
teous are created only for the deliverance of Israel. Just as the lily is set on 
the table of kings at the beginning and at the end of the meal, so Israel are 
found in this world and are found in the next world. Just as the lily is con¬ 
spicuous among plants, so Israel are conspicuous among the nations, as it 
says. All that see them shall acknowledge them (Is. 61:9). Just as the lily is 
kept for Sabbaths and festivals, so Israel are kept for the deliverance of to¬ 
morrow. R. Berekiah said: The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moses: 
"Go and say to Israel: ‘My children, when you were in Egypt you were like 
a lily among thorns. Now that you are entering into the land of Canaan, be 
also like a lily among thorns; take good heed that you follow the ways nei¬ 
ther of the one nor of the other’”; and so it says, After the doings of the 
land of Egypt, wherein you dwelt, shall you not do; and after the doings of 
the land of Canaan, whither I firing you, shall you not do (Lev. 18:3). 


Ruth Rabbah 

Translated by L. Rabinowitz, in Midrash Rabbah, ed. H, Freedman and 
Maurice Simon (London: The Soncino Press, 1939), 8:1—5, 16-22. 

RUTH RABBAH PROEMS 1-2. 

[I] And it came to pass, in the days that the judges judged (Ruth 1:1). R. 
Yohanan introduced his exposition with the verse, Hear, O my people, and 
I will speak; O Israel, and I will testify against you (Ps. 50:7). R. Yohanan 
said: Evidence is given only in the hearing [of the defendant]. R. Judan b. 
R. Simon said: In the past, Israel had a name like all the nations, [for in¬ 
stance] And Sabta, and Raamah, and Satyeca (Gen. 10:7); henceforth they 
are called solely "My people," thus: "Hear, O my people, and I will speak : 
Whence have you merited to be called "My people"? From the time of 
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“ a nd I will speak” from that which you uttered before Me at Sinai and 
said, All that the Lord has spoken will we do, and hearken (Ex. 24:7). 

R. Yohanan said “Hear, O My people ," to that [which was said] in the 
past; “ and I will speak” in the future; “Hear, O My people” in this world; 
“and I will speak ” in the World to Come, in order that I may have a retort 
to the princes of the nations of the world, who are destined to act as their 
prosecutors before Me, and say, “Lord of the Universe, they have served 
idols and we have served idols; they have been guilty of immorality and we 
have been guilty of immorality; they have shed blood and we have shed 
blood. Why do they go into the Carden of Eden while we descend to Ge¬ 
henna? In that moment the defender of Israel keeps silence. That is the 
meaning of the verse, And at that time shall Michael stand up (Dan. 12:1). 
Do they then as a rule sit in Heaven? Did not R. Hanina say, there is no 
sitting in Heaven, as it is written, / came near unto one of [kaamoyaj (ib. 
7:16), the meaning of this word “kaamoya" being that stood by, as it is writ¬ 
ten, Above him stood the seraphim (Is. 6:2), and it is also written. And all 
the host of heaven standing on His right hand and on His left (2 Chron. 

And yet the verse says, “shall [Michael} stand up”! What then is 
the meaning here of “stand up”? “Stand silent,” as it is said. And shall 1 
wait because they speak not, because they stand still, and answer no more? 
(Job 32:16). And the Holy One, blessed be He, says to him; “Do you stand 
silent and have no defense to offer for My people? By your life, I will speak 
righteousness and save My people!” With what righteousness? R. Eleazar 
and K. Yohanan:—one says: The righteousness which you wrought for My 
word in that you accepted My Torah, for had you not accepted My Torah, I 
should have caused the world to revert to void and desolation. For R. 
Huna said in the name of R. Aha: When the earth and all the inhabitants 
thereof are dissolved (Ps. 75:4) means that the world would long have gone 
into dissolution had not Israel stood before Mount Sinai. Who then set the 
world firmly upon its foundation? I myself establish the pillars of it (ib.). 
By the merit of “I”: I have established its pillars for ever. The other Rabbi 
says: By the righteousness which you wrought unto yourselves in that you 
accepted my Torah; for were it not for this, I should have caused you to 
disappear from the nations. 

Cod, your God, am I. R. Yohanan said: It means. Let it suffice you that I 
am your patron. Resh L^qish says: It means even although I am your 
patron, what does patronage help in the day of judgment? 

R. Simeon b. Yohai taught: I am Cod to all the inhabitants of the world, 
but I have associated My name only with my people Israel. I am not called 
the God of the nations, only the God of Israel. “God, your God, am I " R. 
Judan interpreted this verse to apply to Moses. The Holy One, blessed be 
He, said, “Even although I called you a god to Pharaoh, / am your God, I 
am over you. ’ R. Abba b. Judan interpreted the verse to apply to Israel. 
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Even although I called you godlike beings, as it is said, '7 said: You are 
godlike beings (Ps. 82:6), yet “I am your God": know nevertheless that I am 
over you. The Rabbis interpreted the verse to refer to the judges. Even 
although I called you gods, as it is said, You shall not revile judges (Ex. 
22:27), know that I am over you. And He spoke to Israel again and said: ‘‘I 
have imparted of my glory to the judges and called them gods, and they 
condemn them. Woe unto the generation that judges its judges! 

[II] And it came to pass, in the days that the judges judged: Slothfulness 
casts into a deep sleep (Prov. 19:15). [Israel was cast into a deep sleep] in 
that they were negligent in paying the appropriate honors to Joshua after 
his death. That is the meaning of the verse, And they buried him in the 
border of his inheritance ... on the north of the mountain of Gaash (Josh. 
24:30). R. Berekiah said: We have examined the whole of Scripture and we 
have not found mention of a place called Caash. What then is the meaning 
of “the mountain of Gaash"? That Israel were too much preoccupied (nith- 
gaashu) to pay proper honor to Joshua after his death. The land of Israel 
was divided up at that time, and they became unduly absorbed in the divi¬ 
sion. Israel were all occupied with their tasks. One was occupied with his 
field, the other with his vineyard, yet another with his olive trees, and a 
fourth with quarrying stones, thus exemplifying the words. And the idle 
soul shall suffer hunger (Prov., loc. cit.). They therefore neglected to show 
honor to Joshua after his death, and the Holy One, blessed be He, sought 
to bring an earthquake upon the inhabitants of the world, as it is said. Then 
the earth did shake {wa-tigash] and quake (Ps. 18:8). "And the idle soul 
shall suffer hunger." In that there were among them those who deceived 
God by idolatry; he therefore starved them of the Holy Spirit, as it is writ¬ 
ten, And the word of the Lord was precious in those days (1 Sam. 3:1). 

Another interpretation of “Slothfulness casts into a deep sleep" is that Is¬ 
rael were neglectful in doing repentance during the days of Elijah, and "a 
deep sleep was cast," i.e., prophecy increased. Increased? But the verse 
says “casts.” It is as one says, “the market for fruit has fallen." R. Simon 
says: It is as if a man were to say to his fellow, “Here is the bag, and here 
the money, and here the measure. Arise and eat." For R. Derusa said: 
Sixty myriads of prophets arose in Israel during tbe days of Elijah. R. Jacob 
said: One hundred and twenty myriads. R. Yohanan said: Between 
Gabbath and Antipatris there were sixty myriads of townships and none 
were more corrupt than Jericho and Bethel, Jericho because Joshua cursed 
it, and Bethel because the Golden Calf of Jeroboam was set up there, and 
yet it is written. And the sons of the prophets who were at Bethel came 
forth to Elisha (2 Kings 2:3). Tbe verse says “prophets," which signifies a 
minimum of two. For what reasons were not their prophecies made public? 
Because they had no permanent value for [future] generations. Deduce 
from this that a prophecy of which there is no need for [future] generations 
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is not published. But in the time to come the Holy One, blessed be He, 
will come and bring them with Him and their prophecies will be pub¬ 
lished. That is the meaning of, And the Lord my God shall come, and all 

the holy ones with Thee (Zech. 14:5), 

"And the idle soul shall suffer hunger They deceived God in that some 
of them worshipped idols, and others worshipped the Holy One, blessed 
be He. That is the meaning of what Elijah said to them, How long halt you 
between two opinions (1 Kings 18:21). “Shall suffer hunger" in that the 
Lord brought a famine in the days of Elijah, as it is said, As the Lord of 
hosts lives, before whom I stand (etc.} (ib. 15). Another interpretation of 
"slothfulness casts into a deep sleep," is that, because Israel was neglectful 
in doing repentance in the days of the Judges, they were cast into a deep 
sleep. “And the idle soul shall suffer hunger’; because they sought to de¬ 
ceive the Holy One, blessed be He, some serving idols and others serving 
God, the Holy One, blessed be He, caused them to suffer hunger in the 
famine of t he days of the Judges. 

RUTH RABBAH 1:1-5. 

[1] And it came to pass, in the days of the judging of the judges. Woe 
unto that generation which judges its judges, and woe unto the generation 
whose judges are in need of being judged! As it is said, And yet they 
hearkened not unto their judges (Judg. 2:17). Who were [the judges re¬ 
ferred to]? Rab said: They were Barak and Deborah; R. Joshua b. Levi said: 
They were Shamgar and Ehud; R. Huna said: They were Deborah, Barak, 
and Jael. The word “judge" implies one, “judges" implies two, “the judges" 
three. 

[2] Rabbi [Judah Ha-nasi] asked R. Bezalel: What is the meaning of the 
verse, For their mother has played the harlot (Hos. 2:7)? Is it conceivable 
that our matriarch Sarah was a harlot? He answered: God forbid! But [the 
meaning is], when are the words of the Torah despised by the common 
people? When those who are versed in the Torah themselves despise it. R. 
Jacob b. Abdimi came and made an exposition of it. When are the words of 
the Torah regarded as harlots by the ignorant? When its own possessors de¬ 
spise it. R. Yohanan deduced it from the following verse: The poor mans 
wisdom is despised (Eccl. 9:16). Was then the wisdom of R. Aqiba, who 
was a poor man, despised? What then is the meaning of "a poor man"? One 
who is despised on account of his own words. For instance, a sage sits and 
expounds, You shall not wrest judgment (Deut. 16:19), and yet he wrests 
judgment; You shall not respect persons (ib.), and yet he is a respecter of 
persons. Neither shall you take a gift, and he accepts bribes; You shall not 
afflict any widow, or fatherless child (Ex. 22:21), and he does afflict them. 
Samson followed the desire of his eyes, as it is said. Get her for me; for she 
pleases me well (Judg. 14:3). Gideon worshipped idols, as it is said, And 
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Gideon made an ephod thereof (ib. 8:27). There is no greater "poor man ” 
than this. Woe unto the judge who respects persons in judgment! R. Hiyya 
taught: You shall do no unrighteousness in judgment (Lev. 19:15). This 
teaches that the judge who perverts justice is called by five names, unrigh¬ 
teous, hated, repulsive, accursed, and an abomination. And the Holy One, 
blessed be He, also calls him five [names], viz., evil, despiser, a breaker of 
the covenant, an incenser, and a rebel against Cod. And he is the cause of 
five evils to the world, in that he pollutes the land, profanes the name of 
Cod, causes the Shechinah to depart, makes Israel fall by the sword, and is 
the cause of their exile from their land. Woe unto the generation which is 
corrupt in this respect! 

R. Hiyya taught: You shall do no unrighteousness in judgment (ib. 35), 
that is, in law. But if it refers to law, this has already been mentioned. If 
so, why is it stated: in judgment, in meteyard (ib.)? To teach that a man 
who measures is called a judge, and if he falsifies [his measures], he is 
called by these five names and is the cause of these five evils. Woe unto 
the generation which has false measures; for R. Banya said in the name of 
R. Huna: If you have seen a generation whose measures are false, the gov¬ 
ernment comes and launches an attack against that generation. Whence do 
we know? [Since it is written,] A false balance is an abomination to the 
Lord, which is followed by, When presumption comes, then comes shame 
(Prov. 11:1/.). 

R. Berekiah said in the name of R. Abba: It is written, Shall I be pure 
with wicked balances (Mic . 6:11)? Is it possible for a generation whose 
measures are false to be meritorious? No! [For the verse continues] And 
with a bag of deceitful weights. 

R. Levi said: Moses also hinted at this fact to Israel in the Torah. [It is 
written,] You shall not have in your bag diverse weights . . . you shall not 
have in your house diverse measures (Deut. 25:13/.). But if you do, the re¬ 
sult will be that the government will come and attack you, as it is written, 
For all that do such things, even all that do unrighteously, are an abomina¬ 
tion unto the Lord your God, and there immediately follows. Remember 
what Amalsk did unto you by the way as you came forth out of Egypt (ib. 

16f.). 

[3] Rabba said: Blessings bless those who deserve them, and curses curse 
those who deserve them. Blessings bless those who deserve them, since it 
is written, A perfect and just weight there shall be; and if you have acted 
so, there shall be to you [i.e., you shall have]; curses curse those who de¬ 
serve them, as it is written. You shall not have in your bag diverse weights. 
But if you have acted so, the Holy One, blessed be He, says: "You have 
sought to make both large and small. By your life! That wicked man will 
not manage to have even small," as it is written, "You shall not have in 
your bag.” Similarly [with the verse] You shall not make with Me—gods of 


194 



EXEGESES OF SCRIPTURE: SAMPLE CHAPTERS 


silver , or gods of gold (Ex. 20:20). The Holy One, blessed be He, said: 
“You have sought to make with Me gods of silver and gods of gold. By your 
life! That wicked man will not even manage to have gods of wood,” as it 
goes on, You shall not make [aught] unto you! 

[4] That there was a famine in the land. Ten famines have come upon 
the world. One in the days of Adam, one in the days of Lantech, one in the 
days of Ahraham, one in the days of Isaac, one in the days of Jacob, one in 
the days of Elijah, one in the days of Elisha, one in the days of David, one 
in the days when the judges judged, and one which is destined still to 
come upon tile world. 

One in the days of Adam, as it is said, Cursed is the ground for your 
sake (Gen. 3:17); one in the days of Lantech, as it is said. From the ground 
which the Lord has cursed (ib. 5:29); one in the days of Abraham, as it is 
said. And there was a famine in the land; and Abram went down into Egypt 
(ib. 12:10); one in the days of Isaac, as it is said, And there was a famine in 
the land beside the first famine (ib. 26:1); one in the days of Jacob, as it is 
said. For these two years have the famine been in the land (ib. 45:6); one in 
the days of Elijah, as it is said, There shall not be dew nor rain these years 
(1 Kings 17:1); one in the days of Elisha, as it is said, And there was a great 
famine in Samaria (2 Kings 6:25); one in the days of David, as it is said, 
Anti there was a famine in the days of David three years (2 Sam. 21:1); one 
in the days of the judges, as it is said. There was a famine in the land; and 
one which is destined to come to the world, as it is said. That 1 will send a 
famine in the land, not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of 
hearing the words of the Lord (Amos 8:11). 

R. Huna said in the name of Samuel: The real famine ought to have 
come in the days of Saul, and not in the days of David, but since Saul was 
but the stump of a sycamore-tree and would have been unable to withstand 
it, the Holy One, blessed be He, deferred it and brought it in the time of 
David who, since he was a scion of an olive-tree, was ahle to withstand it. 
As the proverb expresses it, “Shela has sinned, but John must pay." So all 
these [famines] did not come upon feeble people, but upon strong ones, 
who could withstand them. R. Hiyya Rabbah said in the name of R. Sim¬ 
eon b. Eleazar: It is as if a dealer in glassware has in his hand a basket of 
cut glass, and, wanting to hang the basket up, he brings a peg and ham¬ 
mers it into the wall, upon which he suspends the basket; so all these fam¬ 
ines came, not upon (spiritually] enfeebled men, but upon mighty men. R. 
Berekiah applied to them the verse. He gives power to the faint (Is. 40:29). 
R. Berekiah said in the name of R. Helbo: Two (famines] came in the days 
of Adam. R. Huna said in the name of R. Aha: One in the days of Abraham, 
and one in the days of Lantech. 

The famine which came in the days of Elijah was a famine of dearth, a 
year of produce followed by a year of no produce, but the famine which 


195 



MIDRASH IN CONTEXT 


came in the days of Elisha was a famine due to war, as it is said. Until an 
ass's head was sold for fourscore pieces of silver (2 Kings 6:25). 

Of the famine which came in the days when the judges judged, however, 
R. Hun a said in the name of R. Dosa that instead of the normal produce of 
forty-two seahs, there were only forty-one. But we have learnt: A man 
should not leave Palestine unless two seahs [of wheat] cost a shekel? And 
Rabban Simeon b. Gamaliel said: When is this? When even then it is diffi¬ 
cult to obtain, but if it is possible to obtain even one seah for a shekel, a 
Jew should not leave Palestine? But it has been taught: In time of pesti¬ 
lence and in time of war, gather in your feet, and in time of famine, spread 
out your feet. Why then was Elimelech punished? Because he struck de¬ 
spair into the hearts of Israel. He was like a prominent man who dwelt in a 
certain country, and the people of that country depended upon him and said 
that if a dearth should come he could supply the whole country' with food 
for ten years. When a dearth came, however, his maidservant went out and 
stood in the marketplace with her basket in her hand. And the people of 
the country said, "This is the man upon whom we depended that if a dearth 
should come he would supply our wants for ten years, and here his maid¬ 
servant stands in the marketplace with her basket in her hand!” So with 
Elimelech! He was one of the notables of his place and one of the leaders of 
his generation. But when the famine came he said, “Now all Israel will 
come knocking at my door [for help], each one with his basket.” He there¬ 
fore arose and fled from them. This is the meaning of the verse. And a cer¬ 
tain man of Bethlehem in Judah went. 

[5] And a certain man . . . went —like a mere stump! See now how the 
Holy One, blessed be He, favors the entry into Eretz Israel over the de¬ 
parture therefrom! In the former case it is written, Their horses . . . their 
mules . . . their camels [etc.} (Ezra 2:66), but in this case it is written. And 
a certain man went —like a mere stump. The reason is that in the latter 
case, since they were leaving the country for another land, Scripture makes 
no mention of their property, [but states simply]. And a certain man 
went —as though empty-handed. 

To sojourn in the fields of Moab (Ruth 1:1). R. Levi said: Whenever 
the word "field” occurs, it refers to the city; the word "city” refers to the 
province. Where “province” occurs, it refers to the whole administrative 
district. The word “field” refers to the city, [as it is said,] Go to Anathoth, 
to your own fields (1 Kings 2:26). “City” means “province," [as in the 
verse,] Go through the midst of the city, through the midst of Jerusalem 
(Ezek. 9:4). “Province” means administrative district, [as in the verse,] 
Over a hundred and seven and twenty provinces (Esther 1:1). 

He and his wife and his two sons. He was the prime mover, and his wife 
secondary to him, and his two sons secondary to both of them. 
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LEE HAAS 

This bibliography consists of books and articles on the subject of mid¬ 
rash. The purpose of this endeavor is to assist scholars by assembling in a 
single list references to midrash scattered throughout the bibliographic lit¬ 
erature. My bibliography consists of two major parts. First, I have listed 
works concerning the nature and character of midrash in general. Sec¬ 
ondly, I have listed separately references to the following books of midrash : 
Genesis Rabbah, Leviticus Rabbah, Pesiqta de Rab Kahana, Pesiqta Rab- 
bati, Mekhilta de Rabbi Ishmael, Mekhilta de Rabbi Simeon ben Yohai, 
Sifra, Sifre and Sifre Zuta. In compiling this bibliography, I have consulted 
the catalogues of major Judaica collections, periodical indexes, bib¬ 
liographies in books about midrash, and indexes to festschriften. Languages 
of the bibliographical items include English, French, German, Italian and 
Hebrew. For titles of Hebrew books and articles, I have used the standard 
system of transliteration. Titles of Hebrew journals are written according to 
common library spelling. 
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Bezalel: judging judges, 193 
Bibi: covenants, 177 
Braude, William C , 179 

Caesar, Julius, 115 

Christianity, legalization of, 111 -19, 
124-25 

Civil law, 3, 17-18 

Cleanness and uncleanness, 25-26, 
43-44, 55, 60-63 
Cohen, A., 164 
Cohen, R.: covenants, 177 
Constantine and Christianity, 112-14, 
116 

Constantius III, 112 
Courts, administration of, 46-47 
Covenant Code, 9 
Covenants, 170-79 
Criminal law, 3, 17-18, 45-46 

Damascus Covenant, 6, 9 
David; King David as rabbi, 119-23 
Day of Atonement, sacrifices, 18 
Derusa: judging judges, 192 
Deuteronomy, explanation of, 107-9 
Disputes, resolving of, 132-33 
Division of night, 179-85 
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Divorce, 13, 26 

Dosa: judging judges, 196 

Dosa b. Harkinas: leprosy, 15, 141 

Eleazar: court administration, 47, 

covenants, 174; generation of the 
flood, 155, Jacob and guardian angel, 
78; judging judges, 191; leprosy, 162; 
military exemptions, 24; transgres¬ 
sions, 165-66 

Eleazar b. Azariah: generation of the 
flood, 155; love of God, 151; women's 
rights, 132-33 

Eleazar Hisma: rose of Sharon, 189 
Eleazar b. R. Menahem: division of 
night, 181 

Eleazar the Modiite; rose of Sharon, 
187, 189 

Eleazar ben R. Rose; division of night, 
185 

Eliezer: love of God, 150-51; one God, 
139; rose of Sharon, 186, 188 
Eliezer b- R. Yose the Galilean; cove¬ 
nants, 178; generation of the flood, 
155 

Essenes, See Qumran sect 

Flood, generation of the, 154-59 
Freedman, H., 72, 159, 164, 170, 185, 
190 

Gentiles and idols, 43 
Gill, Sam D., 8 

Hama: covenants, 170 
Hama b. Hanina; Jacob and guardian 
angel, 75; leprosy, 164 
Hama bar Joseph: menstrual unclean¬ 
ness, 44 

Hammer, Robert, 149-54 

Hanan: Jacob and guardian angel, 80; 

rose of Sharon, 188-89 
Hananel: covenants, 179 
Hananiah: womens rights, 132-33 
Hananiah b- Antigonos: one God, 139 
Hananiah b. Gamaliel; court adminis¬ 
tration, 47 

Hananiah Prefect of Priests; leprosy, 15, 
141 

Hanian b> Isaac: Jacob and guardian 
angel, 77 

Hanina: covenants, 170, 174; generation 
of the flood, 158; Jacob and guardian 
angel, 76; judging judges, 191 
Haninah: sacrifice, 65 
Heer, M. D,, 104 


Helbo: covenants, 177; Jacob and guard¬ 
ian angel, 73, judging judges, 195 
Hezekiah, as law giver, 134 
Hilkiah; division of night, 183 
Hillel, 100; cleanness and uncleanness, 
62; leprosy, 140; menstrual unclean¬ 
ness, 55 

Hiyya : covenants, 170; generation of the 
flood, 155, Jacob ana guardian angel, 
77, judging judges, 194-95; leprosy, 
161 

Hiyya bar Ba, 122 
Hosea, commentary on, 95 
Hoshaiah; covenants, 177; menstrual 
uncleanness, 44 

Hoshaya; generation of the flood, 155, 
Jacob and guardian angel, 79 
Huna; covenants, 170-71, 175-77, Ja¬ 
cob and guardian angel, 74, 76, 79; 
judging judges, 193—96; as law giver, 
135; leprosy, 159; transgressions, 168 

Idols of gentiles, 43 

Isaac: covenants, 171, 173, 177-78; as 
law giver, 134; one God, 139; rose of 
Sharon, 187 

Isaac bar Nahman: idols of gentiles, 43 
lshmael: leprosy, 15, 141 
lshmael b, R + Jose: leprosy, 161 
lsraelstam, J>, 159 

Jacob, and guardian angel, 73—80 
Jacob, R.: generation of the flood, 156; 

judging judges, 192 
Jacobi). Aodimi: judging judges^ 192 
Jacob bar Aha: menstrual uncleanness, 
62; women's rights, 132-33 
Jacob bar Idi: as law giver, 134 
Jaffee, Martin, 13, 152-54 
Jeremiah; as law giver, 134, leprosy, 162 
Jonah: as law giver, 134-35; rose of 
Sharon, 189; women's rights, 132 
Jonathan: generation of the flood, 155, 
158; Jacob and guardian angel, 73; 
sin-offering, 147; womens rights, 
132-33 

Joshua: generation of the flood, 156; 
leprosy, 141; love of God, 151; trans¬ 
gressions, 166-67 

Josnua b. Hananiah: Jacob and guardian 
angel, 73; leprosy, 159 
Joshua b. Levi: generation of the flood, 
157; Jacob and guardian angel, 76; 
judging judges, 193; as law giver, 134; 
menstrual uncleanness, 43-44; reve¬ 
lation, 131 
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Joshua bar R. Nehemiah: division of 
night, 183 

Joshua b. Qorha: Scroll of Esther, read¬ 
ing of, 34 

Josiah: sin-offering, 147 
Jubilees, Testaments of Patriarchs con¬ 
trasted, 7-8 

Judah: covenants, 172-73, 176, 179; 
generation of the flood, 155—56, 158; 
Jacob and guardian angel, 76, 79; lep¬ 
rosy, 40-41, 143-44, 163; menstrual 
uncleanness, 62; military exemptions, 
24; rose of Sharon, 188; Temple cult 
and conduct in Temple, 32; transgres¬ 
sions, 167, 169 

udah b. Batcra: revelation, 131 

4 B 

udah Ha-nasi: judging judges, 192 
udah the Patriarch: formation of Mish- 
nah, 3, 6 

Judah ben Pazzi: division of night, 185 
Judah b. Rabbi: Jacob and guardian 
angel, 79 

Judah b. R. Samuel: leprosy, 160 
Judah b, Shalom: leprosy, 159 
Judah b Simeon: Jacob and guardian 
angel, 76-77 

Judah b. R. Simon: covenants, 170-77; 

transgressions, 167-66 
Judun: covenants, 175-76; generation 
of the flood, 156; leprosy, 161, rose of 
Sharon, 186, 188, transgressions, 166 
Judan b R. Simon: judging judges, 
190-91 

Judging judges, 190-96 

Julian: rebuilding Temple, 113-17 

Kapstein, Israel J,, 179 
ICilkiah; covenants, 175 

Lauterbach, Jacob Z., 138-40 
Law: canon law and formation of Mish- 
nah, 1-20; rabbi as law giver, 133- 
34 

Leazar: generation of the flood, 156 
Leprosy. See Plague 
Levertoff, Paul F., 146-49 
Levi: covenants, 171-76; division of 
night, ISO—81; generation of the 
flood, 156—58; Jacob and guardian an¬ 
gel, 74-77, 79^80; judging judges, 
194, 196; leprosy, 163-64; menstrual 
unclean ness, 61 

Levi b. Parta: transgressions, 169 
Levi b. R, Tarfon: transgressions, 168 
Lev irate connection, 13 
Leviticus, explanation of, 107-9 


Lie berm an, Saul, 56 
Love of God, 149-52 

Mana: as law giver, 134, sacrifice, 65 
Mani: division of night, 180 
Manifestation, formation of Mishnah, 
1-20 

Manual of Discipline, 6, 9-10 
Marriage and divorce, 26 
Meir: Jacob and guardian angel, 73, lep¬ 
rosy, 15, 140, 143, 163; love of Goa, 
150, 152; New Year calculations, 

31-32 

Mekhilta de R. Ishmael, 108, 138-40 
Melanesia, revelation in culture of r 8 
Menahem: generation of the flood, 155 
Menahema: division of night, 180 
Menstrual uncleanness, 25, 43-44, 55, 
60-62 

Messianic hope, 20, 50, 114-17, 119-22 
Military exemptions, 21-25 
Mishnah: authorship of, 18-20; in Pal¬ 
estinian Talmud, 41-69; revelation 
and canon law, 1-20; and Scripture, 
21-52, Scripture and, 12-18; in Sifra, 
35-41, 48-52; in Tosefta, 29-34, 
48-52 

Nahman b. Samuel b.: generation of the 
flood, 154 

Nahum, commentary on, 95—96 
Nathan: division of night, 184; sin- 
offering, 147 

Nathan ben R, Joseph: love of God, 150 
Nehemiah: covenants, 173, 176, 179; di¬ 
vision of night, 180; generation of 
the flood, 156-57, love of God, 151; 
transgressions, 166 
Neusner, Jacob, 140-46 
New Year calculations, 31-32 
Numbers, explanation of, 107-9 
Nunya, division of night, 179 

Oceania, revelation in culture of, 8 
Offerings, 26 

Paganism and Christianity, 111-15 
Palestinian Talmud: and Mishnah, 
53-69; Scripture and Mishnah in, 
41-52 

Passover sacrifices, 18 
Pesikta de Rab Kahana, organization of, 
106 

Pinehas: covenants, 171, 175-76, 179; 
division of night, 181; generation of 
the flood, 154, 158; rose of Sharon, 
188 
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Plague, 14-16, 25, 36-40, 140-46, 
159-64 

Priestly Code, 9 

Property: lost, 44-45; transfer of, 3, 17, 
26 

Prophets and Gospels, 7 

Purification rites, 26 

Purity, cultural* 3, 17-18, 25-26 

Qerispa, court administration, 47 
Qumrau sect, 6—7* 9, 50* 98 

Rab* menstrual uncleanness, 62 
Rabinowitz, L. ( 190 
Red heifer sacrifice, 25-26 
Resh Lakish: generation of the flood, 
156; Jacob and guardian angel, 79; 
judging judges, 191 
Reuben; rose of Sharon, 187 
Rose of Sharon, 185-90 

Sabbath and festivals, 3, 17 
Sacrifices, 18, 64-65 
Samuel: generation of the flood, 156, 
leprosy, 161 

Samuel b. Imi: covenants* 179 
Samuel b. Nahman: covenants, 175* 
178; Jacob and guardian angel, 73-74; 
leprosy, 164; revelation* 131; rose of 
Sharon* 188; transgressions, 165 
Scripture: explanations of, 117-29; and 
Mishnah, 21-52; Palestinian Talmud 
citing, 41-69; in Sifra* 35-41, 48-52; 
in Tosefta, 29-34 , 48—52 
Scroll of Esther, reading of, 34 
Shammaj: cleanness and uncleanness, 
62, menstrual uncleanness, 55 
Sifra: discourse of, 107—9; Scripture and 
Mishnah in, 35-41, 48-52 
Simeon: Jacob and guardian angel, 73; 

leprosy, 40-41, 141-42; tithing, 152 
Simeon b. Abba: Jacob and guardian 
angel* 73; transgressions, 167 
Simeon b. Azzai: love of God, 150 
Simeon b. Eleazar: Jacob and guardian 
angel* 77 

Simeon b. Gamaliel: judging judges* 
196 

Simeon b. Judah: tithing, 152 
Simeon b. Laqish: as law giver, 134; 

leprosy, 162; transgressions* 167-68 
Simeon b* Menassia: love of God, 149; 

womens rights, 133 
Simeon b. Yenosedeq: lost property, 45 


Simeon fr Yohai: division of night, 182 
Simon: covenants, 175, division of 
night 183; Jacob and guardian angel, 
78; leprosy, 160; rose of Sharon, 188; 
transgressions, 167-68 
Simon, M.* 159, 164, 170* 185, 190 
Simon b- Yohai; generation of the flood, 
156; judging judges, 191, love of God, 
151; one God, 138 
Sin-offering* 146-49 
Slutki, Judah L., 159 
South Sea Islands, revelation in culture 
of, 8 

Tahalifa b, Bar Hanah: covenants, 172 
Tanhum b, Hanilai: leprosy, 162 
Tanhum of Jaffa: division of night, 179 
Tanhuma; division of night, 182; gen¬ 
eration of the flood, 155 
Tanuma b. R. Hiyya* 159 
Tarfon: love of God, 151 
Temple, cult and conduct in* 3, 17-18* 
32-34 

Testaments of the Patriarchs and Ju¬ 
bilees contrasted, 7-8 
Theodosius, 113 
Tithing, 13-14, 18, 26, 152-54 
Tobi; menstrual uncleanness, 62 
Tosefta* Scripture and Mishnah in, 
28-34 , 48-52 
Transgressions, 164-70 

Vermes, G., 10 

Wacholder, Ben Zion, 108 
War Scroll* 6 

Women, status of, 3, 17, 132-33 

Yannai; idols of gentiles, 43-44; Jacob 
and guardian angel, 77; womens 
rights, 133 

Yohanan: court administration, 47, 
covenants, 170; division of night, 
182-83; idols of gentiles, 43-44; Ja¬ 
cob and guardian angel, 77; judging 
judges* 190-93; as law giver, 134; 
leprosy* 162; lost property* 45 
Yohanan ben Zakkai; division of night, 
183; transgressions, 168 
Yose: cleanness and uncleannesss* 62; 
generation of the flood* 157, Jacob 
and guardian angel, 76; leprosy, 
141-43; menstrual uncleanness, 60, 
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transgressions, 160; women's rights, 
133 

Yose b. Durmaskith; generation of the 
flood, 157 

Yose b~ R. Hanina: generation of the 
flood, 155; transgressions, 165 

Yose ben R. Judah: love of Cod, 150; 
Scroll of Esther, reading of, 34 


Yose b. R. Yose the Galilean: generation 
of the flood, 155 

Yose bar Zeira; women's rights, 132-33 

Zechariah: Jacob and guardian angel, 75 
Zeira: menstrual uncleanness, 61; 

women's rights, 132 
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